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Prologue

Another ten minutes, and she would be safely home.

Caroline Joseph gave a shudder of relief that the long journey would soon be over. She never enjoyed driving at night and always felt slightly out of control. Each pair of approaching headlights seemed to draw her towards them, their white light illuminating the car’s interior as she gripped the steering wheel, struggling to point the car straight ahead.

Not long now, though. She was looking forward to giving Natasha a warm bath, a mug of hot chocolate, and tucking her up in bed. Then she could devote the remnants of the evening to David. Something was troubling him, and Caroline thought that maybe if they settled in front of the fire with a glass of wine when Natasha was asleep, she might be able to coax the problem out of him. It had to be something to do with work.

She glanced in her rear-view mirror at her precious daughter. Tasha was six – or six and three-quarters, as she liked to boast – although her slight frame made her appear younger. Her pale blonde hair fell in soft waves to her shoulders, and her delicate features were bathed intermittently in yellow light as they passed each streetlamp. Her eyes were closed, and Caroline smiled at how peaceful she looked.

Today Tasha had been her usual sweet-natured self, playing happily with her young cousins while the adults scurried around doing Caroline’s father’s bidding. He had issued one of his edicts – this time declaring that Caroline, along with her siblings and their families, must come for a pre-Christmas dinner. As usual, everybody had obeyed. Everybody, that is, except David.

The turnoff to the lanes leading to their house was fast approaching, and Caroline took a final glance at Natasha. Once they were off the main road and away from the brightly lit shop windows and the amber glow of the tall streetlamps, the back of the car would be in dark shadow. She had slept for most of the journey, but was beginning to stir.

‘You okay, Tasha?’ Caroline asked. The child just murmured in response, not quite awake enough to answer as she rubbed her eyes with her knuckles. Caroline smiled. She braked slightly and changed gear to take the turning. All she had to do was get through the last couple of miles of this journey along the narrow, hedge-lined lanes, deep in darkness, then she could relax. She felt a flash of irritation towards David. He knew she hated driving at night, and he could have made the effort – for Natasha, if not for her. They had both missed him today.

A sudden movement to her left caught Caroline’s eye, and her head spun towards it, her heart thumping in her chest. An owl swooped low over the hedgerows, its white breast catching the full beam of her headlights, bright against the black sky. She let out a breath.

There was no moon, and the black tarmac on the narrow lanes that led to their home was glinting with fragments of frost. Everything around her seemed perfectly still, as if the world had come to a stop, and now that the owl had fled she was the only thing still moving. Caroline knew that if she opened her window there would be no sound other than the quiet hum of her engine. There was no light at all ahead or behind, and for a moment her natural fear of the dark threatened to swamp her.

She leaned forwards and switched the radio on at a low volume, reassured by the jolliness of the predictable festive songs. She would be sick of the sound of them soon, but right now their cheery ordinariness relaxed her.

She smiled as the phone on the seat by her side started to ring. Certain that it would be David asking when she would be back, she barely glanced at the screen, but at the last moment she saw the call was from a blocked number. She prodded the screen and cancelled the call. Whoever it was could wait until she got home. She steered one-handed round a sharp bend as she placed the phone back on the seat, and the car slid a little on the frosty road. She felt a small jolt of fear. But the car held, and she breathed again.

Caroline took the next few bends cautiously, but her tense shoulders relaxed as she came to a brief stretch of straight road with tall hedgerows shielding deep ditches on either side. Caroline leaned closer to the windscreen, peering into the night. Her headlights were picking up a darker shadow – something in the lane ahead. She braked slightly and changed down a gear, slowing in anticipation.

She dropped down to second gear to approach the obstruction, finally recognising in horror that it was a car, slewed sideways across the road, its front wheels buried in the ditch on the right-hand side of the road. She thought she could see a shadow inside, as if somebody was slumped over the steering wheel.

As Caroline crawled slowly towards it, her heart suddenly thumping, she pushed the button to lower her window. It looked like somebody needed help.

The phone rang again.

Her first thought was to ignore it, but if there had been an accident she might need to summon assistance. She snatched the phone off the seat and answered the call, realising as she did so that her hand was shaking.

‘Hello?’

‘Caroline, are you home yet?’

It was a voice she vaguely recognised, but couldn’t quite place. Her eyes did not leave the obstruction ahead as she drew to a halt and released her seatbelt.

‘Not yet. Why? Who is this?’

‘Just listen to me. Whatever you do, you must not stop the car. Whatever happens, do not under any circumstances stop the car.’ The man was speaking low and fast. ‘Go home. Go straight home. Are you listening to me?’

The panic in the voice on the phone reflected Caroline’s own rising anxiety. She hesitated.

‘But there’s a car across the road, and it looks like somebody’s in it. Maybe they’re ill, or they’ve had an accident. Why can’t I stop? What’s going on?’

‘Just do as I’m telling you, Caroline. Do not get out of the car. Put your foot down now and get past that car and don’t stop again for anybody or anything. Just do it.’

The voice was tense, urgent. Caroline felt fear rise in her throat. What was this? She glanced in the rear-view mirror, and made her decision. She flung the mobile phone onto the seat beside her and grabbed the steering wheel with both hands. The stationary car was long and low, taking up most of the width of the road with its back wheels slightly off the ground as the bonnet angled down into the ditch. There wasn’t much space to get round the boot of the car, but she could do it. She had to do it.

She rammed her foot hard to the floor. The tyres skidded on the frosty road, but they gripped, and she swung the car to the left. Her nearside wheels rose up on the bank below the hedge and the car hovered at a perilous angle. She pulled the steering wheel back round to the right and her car landed with a bump, facing the opposite side of the road. Caroline pulled the wheel back round to the left to straighten up, the engine roaring as she accelerated.

Suddenly she felt herself begin to slide. She spun the steering wheel madly in one direction and then the other, but whatever she did, the car took no notice. Black ice, and she was travelling too fast. She remembered being told to steer into a skid, but that didn’t feel right.

A name flashed into her head. She suddenly realised who had called her. But why him? She called out his name, but she knew that by then there was nothing he could do. Her eyes were drawn to the mirror, to the shadowy rear of the car, where all she could see were the whites of Natasha’s wide, terrified eyes.

She slammed her foot on the brakes, but nothing happened. The car slid sideways, hit the bank again, rose up at an angle and flipped, turning over and over, crashing through the hedge and into the ditch, Caroline’s broken body coming to rest half in and half out of the open window.

*

The policeman drove along the narrow lanes, enjoying a rare moment of peace in the run-up to Christmas. An anonymous caller had phoned to say there was a car off the road somewhere around here, but according to the dispatcher the caller hadn’t been able to give any details. The policeman was hoping this would be nothing more than some idiot dumping his car because it had run out of juice or broken down. He had had enough of dealing with drunks in the current party season, and a nice little abandoned vehicle should keep him out of the way for a while – maybe even to the end of his shift.

The realisation that his optimism was unfounded crept up on him slowly. It was the lights that convinced him. Nobody dumped their car with the lights on, and yet up ahead he could see a stationary white light, shining brightly, illuminating the bare trees at the side of the road. As he got closer, the dazzling beams from the twin headlights blinded him. He shielded his eyes slightly with the back of his hand, approaching as cautiously as possible in case there was a body he couldn’t see lying in the road. He pulled up about twenty metres from the car and switched off his engine.

He knew immediately that it was bad. The car was upside down, the front end resting up the bank at one side of the lane. But it was the noise that chilled him. Cutting through the silence of the surrounding countryside, the gentle purr of an expensive engine provided a subtle backing track to the unmistakable sound of Bing Crosby’s ‘White Christmas’. The mellow music was escaping into the frosty night air from an open window through which jutted a woman’s head at such an implausible angle that the policeman didn’t need to approach the car to know she was dead.

He moved slowly towards the upended car to turn off the engine, and with it the music. He was able to breathe again. Now it was just a single-vehicle road traffic accident, although a tragic one. He reached for his radio.

While he waited for the paramedics to arrive, knowing that there was nothing they could do other than confirm what he already knew, the policeman organised the closing of the road, called for the specialist team to investigate the crash and asked for a PNC check on the car to determine ownership. He grabbed a powerful torch from his boot and shone it around the lane, in the ditches, along the bank, searching for anybody who might have crawled out of the car and could be injured, or anything on the road that could have caused the car to swerve. There was nothing. The road was empty.

For the policeman, it was a relief when the silence was disturbed by the sound of sirens, growing ever nearer, and a few minutes later the ambulance pulled up, its lights picking out a lone cyclist who was approaching the scene hesitantly.

The man hopped off his bike and stood some distance away. The policeman walked towards him.

‘I’m sorry, sir – you need to keep back.’

‘Okay, officer. I’m just trying to get home.’

‘I understand, but I can’t let you along this stretch of road at the moment, sir. I’m sure you appreciate that.’

‘Is anybody hurt? That looks like Caroline Joseph’s car. Am I right?’ the cyclist asked.

‘I can’t confirm that at the moment, sir.’

The man peered around the policeman to get a better look at the car.

‘Is that her I can see? Oh my God. She’s dead, isn’t she?’ He looked at the policeman, his mouth half open in shock. ‘Poor David. That’s her husband. He’s going to be devastated.’

The policeman didn’t comment. All he could do was keep the man as far away as possible until reinforcements arrived, but even from this distance the woman’s head was all too visible.

‘She didn’t have Natasha with her, did she?’ the cyclist asked, his voice shaking. ‘Her little girl? Cutest kid.’

The policeman shook his head with some relief.

‘No, sir. The child seat is in the back but thankfully it’s empty. There was nobody else in the car.’


HUNT FOR MISSING GIRL SCALED DOWN

A police spokesperson has confirmed that, as of today, the search for missing Natasha Joseph has been scaled down.

Detective Inspector Philippa Stanley of the Greater Manchester Police gave the following statement.

‘Teams of professionals and volunteers have been searching the local area for over two weeks. We believe that every inch of the countryside surrounding the site of the accident has been covered. In addition to the teams on the ground checking any and every place that a young child might have crawled into to keep warm, we have employed sniffer dogs and helicopters with infrared detectors. I’m sorry to say that we have found nothing.’

Natasha Joseph – known to her family as Tasha – went missing after her mother’s car crashed on Littlebarn Lane as they returned from a family party. Caroline Joseph was driving, and no other cars were involved. When police arrived at the scene of the accident, there was no sign of the missing Natasha. Mrs Joseph was pronounced dead by the paramedics.

The police are now pursuing other lines of enquiry. In particular they are continuing to ask members of the public who were anywhere in the vicinity of the accident to come forward.

‘Whether people believe they know anything or not, it is always surprising how the smallest piece of information – the sighting of a specific car or a person acting in a suspicious way – can help, particularly when coupled with other intelligence that we have gathered. We are accessing the ANPR (Automatic Number Plate Recognition) system where appropriate, and have also secured CCTV footage from petrol station forecourts and other cameras in the nearby town. But we would urge anybody who was out that night in the surrounding area to come forward. Our trained interviewers will help you to piece together each moment of that evening, and we are hopeful that the one vital piece of information we need is out there.’

The police have confirmed that while the physical search of the local area has been reduced, the team of detectives working the case remains at the highest level.

David Joseph, husband of Caroline and father of Natasha, and a successful Manchester businessman, issued an emotional plea on television last week.

‘Somebody must know where my little girl is. She has lost her mother, and poor Tasha must be heartbroken, confused and so very scared. Please help me to find her. I need my little girl. I have lost everything.’

To speak to somebody in confidence, please call 0800 6125736 or 0161 7913785.
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Six years later

DCI Tom Douglas found himself humming a tune as he walked down the corridor to his office. He always enjoyed the first day back at work after a holiday, in much the same way as he had loved going back to school after the long summer break when he was a child. It was the sense of anticipation, the knowledge that the day would bring challenges that he was keen to face. He enjoyed the camaraderie of his team – not quite friends, but supportive allies who he knew had his back. It wasn’t the easiest job in the world, but he wasn’t often bored, and there was a lot to be said for that.

He pushed open the door to his office and reached his left foot out to manoeuvre his doorstopper into place. His foot met thin air. Looking down, there was no sign of the fat pig that he used to hold the door open. He hung his jacket on the coat stand and crouched down to look for it under the desk.

He heard a brief knock on the door and muttered, ‘Come in.’

The door opened, and he heard a voice he recognised well, trying to control a degree of mirth.

‘You okay down there?’

‘I’m fine – but somebody’s nicked my bloody pig.’

Tom stood up, brushing the knees of his suit trousers to get rid of the dust from an un-vacuumed floor. ‘Honestly, you’d have thought at police headquarters you’d be reasonably confident of finding upright, law-abiding citizens, wouldn’t you? I thought he might have been kicked under here, or something, but he’s nowhere to be seen.’

‘I think if anybody kicked your pig, you’d find them limping around with a broken toe. And nobody steals from a detective chief inspector unless they’re very stupid – although on that basis I suppose we have a few candidates to consider. I’ll ask around for you.’

Tom pulled out his chair and sat down, indicating that Becky should do the same. ‘How’ve you been, Becky? Anything exciting happened while I’ve been away?’

‘Run of the mill stuff, on the whole,’ Becky replied, as she grabbed a chair. ‘Except for a particularly violent rape, which we thought was stranger rape but wasn’t.’

‘Who was it, then?’

‘Her bastard boyfriend. He’d worn a mask and everything and was waiting for her on her way back from work. He beat her to a pulp, raped her viciously and then left her.’

‘What gave him away?’

‘She did. To start with, when she came round in hospital she said she had no idea who it was, but we could see she was hiding something. Turns out she was terrified that if she named her boyfriend, he would kill her. Finally she caved and told us, but said she wasn’t pressing charges because there was no evidence other than her word.’

Becky leaned back and folded her arms.

‘But we got him. He’d been smart enough to wear a condom, but then stupidly chucked the used one in a bin, fifty metres down the road. Said his girlfriend had it coming to her because of the way she was flirting with other guys in the pub where she works.’

Becky’s lip curled in disgust, and Tom had a quick mental image of the icy determination with which she would have interrogated this guy. For all her personal vulnerability, his inspector had an uncanny ability to get the truth out of people.

‘Anyway, how was the holiday?’ Becky asked.

‘Good, thanks. Leo and I had a few days in Florence, then we went to my cottage in Cheshire. I had a pile of my brother’s papers to sort out, and Leo had to study for an exam, so it was one of those easy weeks that seem to disappear and be gone in no time.’

On the whole, Tom tried to keep his personal life private and had only recently started to occasionally mention Leo to his colleagues. He had been vaguely amused to find that one or two of them hadn’t realised that Leo was short for Leonora, and he’d seen the odd startled expression until Becky put them all straight.

Only a handful of people knew about the Cheshire home that Tom had bought when he left the Met. He rarely mentioned his brother Jack, either, although he knew Becky was aware of the tragic accident that had cut short his life a few years ago, just as she knew Jack had left Tom a fortune from the sale of his internet security business. She never raised the subject, though, unless Tom did.

Tom’s phone interrupted any further discussion about holidays.

‘Tom Douglas,’ he answered. He listened as his boss, Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley, gave him the kind of news that he hated more than any other. His cheery mood disappeared in a flash.

He hung up the phone. ‘Grab your coat, Becky. We’ve got a body, and I’m sorry to say it’s a young girl, barely in her teens by all accounts.’
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For once, Tom had relinquished control and agreed that Becky could drive them to the scene, but he regretted that decision a few minutes into the journey. Becky’s one-handed steering and apparent lack of regard for other motorists had been a bone of contention between them since they first met, and nothing had changed. He had tried to get her on to an advanced driving course, but she couldn’t see the need. As she said, she had never had an accident, and Tom could only assume it was because everybody saw her coming and simply got out of her way.

Now, as they screeched to a halt on a long straight road behind several other police vehicles, he was glad to get out of the car.

The road was lined with well-established trees that shielded some large detached properties from view on the right-hand side. On the left, a dense area of woodland was separated from the pavement by a solid wall. About fifty metres ahead, a uniformed officer was standing guard at an old-fashioned kissing gate that opened onto a narrow dirt path leading into the wood. A thin strip of crime scene tape was already in place.

Without a word, they pulled on their protective clothing and then made their way towards the path.

After a brief word with the policeman to establish their identities, Tom and Becky walked in single file along the muddy path, overgrown brambles catching at the legs of their suits, until they reached an arched tunnel. Tom assumed that an old, disused railway line ran above, and he saw Becky wrinkle her nose as they entered the dark and gloomy space. Based on the smell and the rubbish lying on the ground, it would seem the tunnel was regularly used for less than salubrious activities, and as they picked their way over broken bottles and beer cans, keeping to the centre of the path to avoid some of the unpleasant detritus littering the area further out towards the walls, Tom looked around. If the girl had been murdered, why kill her out in the open and not in here, where there was less chance of being seen? The place had crime scene written all over it – and if not this crime, he was sure the tunnel had witnessed its fair share of depravity.

Beyond the tunnel, another officer was waiting to point them in the right direction, and ahead they could see two white tents, erected either side of an oak tree and taped together to enclose its thick trunk. Standing just outside the scene perimeter tape, Tom spotted the oversized figure of Jumoke Osoba, better known to Tom as Jumbo. He was glad to see that – for whatever reason – this girl had been allocated the best crime scene manager that Tom had ever met. For once, Jumbo’s huge, infectious grin was missing. Tom nodded his head in acknowledgement.

‘What do we know, Jumbo?’

‘Young girl – at a guess I’d say she’s about twelve, but could be a bit older. Luckily for us, a Home Office pathologist was already in the area, so we haven’t had to wait. He’s with her now, and he’ll be able to tell you more. It’s James Adams, by the way, and he knows what he’s about, thank God. Before we got the tents up I could see the girl had been there a few days at least – so it’s not a pretty sight.’ He looked at Tom with understanding. ‘You going in?’

Tom nodded, and as he lifted the perimeter tape to stoop under it, he turned to Becky.

‘I don’t think this needs both of us, Becky. You talk to Jumbo. He can fill you in on anything we’ve learned up to now.’ There was no disguising the look of relief on Becky’s face. She had seen her share of bodies, but kids were always different – especially ones who had been dead a while.

As Tom entered the tent, his eyes were dragged to the body in front of him. From where he was standing, he could see that putrefaction was advanced. Given that it was early March and cold for the time of year, that meant the girl had been here for a while, slumped against the oak tree, partially buried in rotting leaf litter, wearing nothing more than a thin white nightie. On her feet were a pair of trainers, grey with age and splitting around the sole. What looked like a blue anorak was bunched up a few feet from the body, and the neck of the nightdress was ripped.

Tom looked around, but there was nothing more that he could see. It would be down to Jumbo’s team and James Adams to collect the evidence, and Tom’s job to work out what had happened to her. He spoke briefly to the pathologist and left him to his work.

Stepping back outside the tent, Tom took a deep breath of cold, clean air, closing his eyes for a second as he thought about the girl’s family. If she had been reported missing they would identify her soon enough.

He made his way back along the approach path, careful as always not to deviate from the stepping plates and contaminate the scene. He could tell from Becky’s body language that she was eager to speak to him. Hopefully, the team back at base had been doing their work and had a name for this kid.

‘What have you found, Becky?’ he asked.

‘Nothing. Absolutely big fat zero. I’ve just had a call to say that no girl in the age range ten to fourteen has been reported missing in the last two weeks. We’ve drawn a blank so far. We’re going to have to go back through kids that have been missing for longer that fit the profile and extend the search to neighbouring forces.’

‘She can’t have been missing for long, because I don’t think she’s been living rough,’ Tom said, shaking his head. ‘She’s wearing a white nightie, for God’s sake. How many street kids put on a nightie to go to bed? What do you think, Jumbo?’

Jumbo had been standing quietly by, listening to the conversation.

‘We’ve found no personal effects, but until we move the body we can’t search the area immediately around her. There’s no ID in her anorak pockets. But I’m with Tom. She’s not a street kid.’

‘Was the anorak on the ground, away from the body?’ Tom asked.

‘Just where you saw it,’ Jumbo answered. ‘It was all photographed, of course, but I put it back when I’d checked the pockets so you could see it in situ.’

Becky’s radio beeped and she moved to one side to leave Tom and Jumbo to talk as she pulled out her notebook and answered the call.

‘If she’s left home in the last week or so, obviously nobody’s bothered to let us know. It makes me sick to think of all the runaways that aren’t even reported,’ Tom said. ‘The parents or carers are probably expecting her to come back after a few nights of sleeping rough.’

‘Yeah, and most of these kids have no idea how many predators are out there, waiting for the opportunity their isolation presents.’

The two men stopped talking as they heard a rise in Becky’s tone. She turned round and came towards them.

‘Has her ethnicity been established? They did a trawl of all girls, and we have a few that have gone missing that might fit the bill. It’s all down to the ethnicity.’

Tom looked at Jumbo.

‘James was certain she was white – although quite how he could tell, I don’t know. Is there somebody in mind?’

Becky spoke into her radio again and all three listened to the response.

‘We’ve been looking through old cases – kids who have been missing for months or even years. We’ve come up with three possibles: Amy Davidson, Hailey Wilson and Natasha Joseph.’
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Tom’s post-holiday good spirits had totally evaporated by the time he and Becky returned to headquarters. The sight of the body bag being transported from the tent had hit him harder than he had expected. It was always traumatic when children were hurt, but the image of the child dressed in a white nightie propped up against a tree with her thin legs stretched out in front of her was particularly disturbing. Tom thought of his daughter Lucy and wondered what she was doing at that moment.

The pathologist, James Adams, had called with his initial report.

‘She was a white girl aged around twelve I would say. No identification on her, and no clear distinguishing features that I could see. Naturally blonde hair, very slightly built but not malnourished. We bagged her hands at the scene but I think it will be difficult to get fingerprints. We’ll get what fragments we can when I’ve done the post-mortem. My initial estimate is that she had been there for about a week, but we’ve had some very cold weather – particularly at night – so I may want to reassess that. At the moment, I’m not able to give you cause of death, but you’ll be the first to know. I presume you’ll be attending the PM?’

Tom agreed that he would be there and was ending the call as Becky nudged his door open with her hip, juggling two cups of much-needed coffee while trying not to drop a stack of files held tightly under one arm.

‘Here you go, boss. I think we both need this,’ she said, putting the cups down and pulling up a chair. ‘The incident room is being set up as we speak, but I brought through some notes on the three missing girls.’

Tom reached for his coffee and took a sip, not caring that the scalding liquid was burning his tongue.

‘OK, let’s take a look at them, but any number of kids could have done a runner in the last couple of weeks and not been reported,’ Tom said, ‘so let’s not limit ourselves to considering these three. I still can’t quite work out what’s bothering me about the nightie. It’s as if she was plucked from her bed. But how many girls of that age wear white nighties, buttoned to the neck? I don’t like the fact that the neck had been ripped either. The buttons were fastened, so a hand must have been placed inside the neck and the fabric torn with some force. It will be interesting to see if James can find any evidence of sexual trauma, but I’m not liking how this feels.’

Becky nodded and referred to her notes.

‘James also said there were no obvious signs of malnutrition. So she’s either a recent runaway who has somehow got caught up in something – been picked up by one of the bastards who prey on unprotected kids – or she’s one of the long-term missing who may have been through God knows what. We can rule one of them out, though. Hailey Wilson has dark hair. So that leaves Amy Davidson and Natasha Joseph. Amy Davidson was a child in care. She started going AWOL when she was about eight, just for a night at a time, but her nights away became more frequent and then she stopped coming back altogether when she was eleven, eighteen months ago. We don’t have any DNA to compare, and I’m not sure what the parental history is – we’ll have to look into that.’

Becky put one of the files on the floor by her chair and picked up the next one. ‘Natasha Joseph – do you know anything about her? You were here in Manchester at the time, weren’t you?’

Tom nodded. ‘I remember her case, but I wasn’t involved.’ Tom decided not to share the fact that he had gone on compassionate leave a few days after the child went missing. ‘Her mother was killed in a car accident, and Natasha should have been in the back of the car, but wasn’t. They never found a trace of her, or a plausible reason for the accident either.’

‘Jumbo remembers the case too,’ Becky added. ‘He was called out when they realised it was more than a collision, but he says there was nothing of interest to report. No sign that the child had been hurt in the accident – in fact no sign that she had been in the car at all. They’ve got some DNA on file but he says we need to treat it with caution. It was from a hairbrush and could easily have been contaminated with somebody else’s hair – although the father was adamant that nobody else would have used it.’

‘Why don’t you track down the father and explain the situation to him, Becky? Get a DNA sample for comparison but make it clear that we just want to rule Natasha out. Same for Amy Davidson. Social services will need to be notified in her case, and her carers, but see if you can trace one of her parents to take a swab. And we should notify Hailey Wilson’s family that we know it’s not her so they don’t panic when the news gets out. Speaking of which, I want it kept under wraps for now until everybody relevant has been informed. In reality we know nothing about this girl, and we can’t risk compromising the investigation by following up a mass of hysterical reports if it’s made public before we’re ready.’
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Day One

‘Come on, Mr Grumpy. You’re all clean and dressed again now, so let’s have a smile.’

Emma tickled Ollie’s little tummy and he started to giggle – her favourite sound in the world. He had always hated being dressed. As a baby he had cried, and Emma had worried that he had something wrong with him – one of those terrible illnesses where children can’t be touched because their bones break easily. For weeks she had dreaded dressing him, until she realised that at all other times he was happy to have his limbs manoeuvred. It was putting clothes on that he hated. Now he sometimes offered physical resistance as Emma tried to push his legs into his cute dungarees, and he shouted his indignation as loudly as possible – a trick he had learned from one of the workmen who had come to fit their new kitchen. The foreman had shouted ‘Ay’ every time he wanted something. ‘Ay, Bill – pass us that hammer,’ or ‘Ay, missus – any chance of a brew?’ and Ollie had copied, adopting it as his favourite sound. He could do a bad-tempered ‘Ay’, as if to say ‘stop doing that’ but more often than not it was just to get attention. Emma hoped he would grow out of it as his vocabulary expanded from its current limitation of about ten words.

Lying next to him on the bed, propped up on one elbow, she used her other hand to creep her fingers up Ollie’s body, singing, ‘Incy wincy spider climbed up the water spout.’ Ollie shouted, ‘Dow, dow.’ He knew what came next.

‘What a clever boy, Ollie.’ Emma blew a raspberry on his tummy. She felt a burst of happiness at the thought that this beautiful baby was hers. She had been thirty-seven when she had married Ollie’s father and hadn’t dared to hope for children in case she was disappointed.

‘Come on, let Mummy put your socks on,’ she said, smiling to herself. She had always sworn she would never refer to herself in the third person – it seemed such a bizarre thing to do. But she got it now.

Ten minutes later, Emma carried Ollie downstairs, stopping at the bottom – as she always did when she was alone in the house – to look at the portrait facing her at the end of the hallway.

Her husband’s first wife had been beautiful. There was no doubting that at all. Her delicate features and pale, almost translucent skin had been captured to perfection in a painting commissioned by her father on her twenty-first birthday. Emma tried so hard not to make comparisons between this woman’s fragile beauty and her own rather more prosaic, if not unattractive, features. But it was difficult. She could never ask to have the portrait removed, though.

Irritated by her inability to shake off the last vestiges of insecurity, she pushed open the door to her fabulous new kitchen. It had taken Emma some months to get her own way with the alterations to this part of the house. David had lived here for seven years before Emma moved in and said he loved it the way it was. But Emma had explained the practicalities of demolishing the back of the house and adding a full-width extension to create one large room – a kitchen, dining and living room combined.

Since the builders had left this had become her and Ollie’s daytime world. There was plenty of space for her son to play on a floor mat in the living area, and the under-floor heating made it warm for him even in the depths of winter. In truth, she couldn’t deny that she had also wanted to stamp some of her own personality on the house. She had had to stop feeling like a visitor. The new extension felt like her space.

‘London Bridge is falling down, falling down, falling down,’ she sang as she walked into the kitchen, flicking the light switch and turning towards the sink, where the lunch dishes were waiting for her. Ollie started bouncing in her arms, banging his hand on her shoulder.

‘Ay, ay,’ he shouted.

Emma laughed. ‘Are you joining in, sweetheart?’ She gently put him into his chair, but he wasn’t looking at her. ‘You’re a funny little man, aren’t you,’ she said, dropping a kiss onto his sparse blond hair.

She glanced out at the dismal day. The black clouds heavy with rain were creating such gloom that the kitchen lights were a necessity even this early in the afternoon.

Her eyes settled on the garden, which was in desperate need of some attention. The workmen had paid little regard to the niceties of maintaining the lawn or the flowerbeds as they had tramped backwards and forwards in their heavy boots, but she didn’t mind. She had visions of the spring days just around the corner, out in the sunshine with Ollie playing on the big waterproof mat. She was going to plan and design a real cottage garden with lots of roses. She had always loved roses.

For a moment, Emma was in a trance, staring at nothing because in her head she could see summer days when the garden was finished, the beds bursting with newly planted flowers. She could almost smell the lavender she would grow in the borders.

She wasn’t sure of the moment that it happened. It wasn’t an instant in time, it was more of a gradual awareness, but as she stared blindly at the black window, dreaming of the happy months ahead, something moved at the edge of her peripheral vision. Her eyes refocused from the garden to the surface of the glass, the bright lights of the kitchen against the dark sky beyond creating a perfect mirror.

Every nerve ending in her body prickled, and she gasped as her brain finally acknowledged what she was looking at.

It was a pair of eyes. A pair of eyes that were behind her, watching.

Close behind her.

In her kitchen.
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A beam of sunlight burst through the black clouds, hitting the kitchen window and obliterating the reflection as if it had never been there. Emma’s fingers gripped the edge of the sink. Had she imagined it? But as quickly as the sun had come out, it was chased away by the squally clouds and the mirror image returned.

Locking eyes with the ghostly reflection that ebbed and flowed as the light outside adjusted from black to grey, Emma groped along the draining board, searching with her fingers for a weapon. There was nothing more than a plastic bowl. Reaching up to the cutlery holder, she felt a sharp pain and a rush of liquid warmth as her fingers grasped the blade of a sharp boning knife, and she followed the steel down to grip the handle with damp, sticky fingers.

Scared of breaking the fragile eye contact for even a second in case the person moved – moved closer to her or to Ollie, moved out of her line of vision or into the hall, where she would be forced to follow – Emma took a deep breath and spun round, leaning heavily back on the sink for support as her legs suddenly weakened.

Her heart thumping and her throat too tight with tension to scream, she stared at the person in front of her as adrenaline pumped through her body, preparing it for fight or flight.

It was a girl, little more than a child.

She was slightly built with straggly blonde hair that settled on the shoulders of her scruffy dark-grey duffle coat, her hands thrust deep into the pockets. The eyes that Emma had seen reflected in the window were mesmerising. Large, oval and the deep grey-green of a stormy ocean, they flinched slightly as Emma brandished the knife. But the girl didn’t move.

Emma lowered the knife onto the kitchen island, but kept hold of it. She had no idea what the girl wanted, but, young as she was, Emma didn’t trust her.

‘What are you doing in my kitchen?’ she asked. ‘Get out now, before I call the police.’

The girl didn’t move. She just stared back, her eyes never leaving Emma’s face. In them Emma thought she could read hostility, but perhaps it was confusion, or fear.

‘Ay, ay,’ shouted Ollie, not used to being ignored. Neither pair of eyes strayed to him even for a second.

‘I’m not going to ask you again. Either go now, or tell me who you are and what the hell you are doing in my kitchen?’ Emma repeated.

Silence.

The girl stood where she was and stared at Emma, but her eyes narrowed slightly, as if sizing her up. For a second, she gazed at the knife in Emma’s hand.

‘Are you frightened?’ Emma asked. She couldn’t imagine what had made this girl come into her house, out in the middle of nowhere, but it occurred to her that perhaps the child was scared of something or someone. Was she running away? Maybe if Emma relaxed, the girl might tell her why she was here.

Emma took some deep breaths and felt her heart rate slow. If the girl had planned to attack, surely she would have done it by now?

Reaching forwards, she pushed the knife further onto the island. She lifted her cut finger to her mouth and sucked it, then pulled a tissue from up her sleeve and wrapped it around the painful wound. But she never took her eyes off the girl.

‘My name’s Emma. Nobody’s going to hurt you.’ She didn’t know why she said that, but despite the girl’s impassive stare she was, after all, only a kid. Surely she couldn’t mean them any harm?

The girl slowly drew her hands from her pockets and Emma could see they were balled into tight fists, her arms held stiff and straight. And she was wearing gloves. Emma’s body tensed – perhaps the gloves meant that the girl didn’t want to leave any trace that she had been here.

‘Please – just tell me what you want.’

Everything Emma said was met with silence.

The girl stared at Emma for a moment longer, and then her eyes flicked around the room as if she was looking for something. Emma used the momentary respite from the hypnotic gaze of those cold eyes to look more carefully at the girl. She could see that her coat was at least two sizes too big – as if she had borrowed it from an older sister, or even a brother. It fell way below her knees, and the sleeves hung beyond the end of her arms. She wore dark-blue jeans, crumpled over a pair of dirty white trainers. But in spite of that, she had a fragile beauty that was at odds with the hostility of her stance.

‘Look, I don’t know who you are or why you’re here, but unless you tell me I’m afraid I’m going to have to call the police. Somebody will be missing you, wondering where you are.’

The girl’s head spun round towards Emma, and her eyes opened wide. She glanced towards the back door, and suddenly Emma was worried that she was going to run. Two minutes ago, she would have been relieved to see her go, but something must have happened to this child for her to turn up here. Perhaps there had been an accident and she had walked here? Perhaps she was lost.

‘Why don’t you sit down? Can you tell me your name? I’m Emma, and this,’ she turned her head, smiling at her son to reassure him, ‘is Ollie.’

The green eyes betrayed no hint of warmth as they focused on Ollie, who was looking curiously at the girl and banging his plastic spoon on the tray of his high chair.

Emma’s mobile was upstairs in her handbag, and the girl was standing between her and the kitchen telephone. Although Emma had put the knife down, she still didn’t want to be within striking distance of the girl in case she had misjudged her.

‘Please – sit down.’ Emma raised her arm and pointed to the dining table at the far end of room. The girl didn’t move and Emma edged slowly around her without getting too close, hoping that she could reach the phone. She kept her voice calm and level.

‘Okay, I’m going to call the police now. Nobody’s going to hurt you, and I’m not calling them because I want you arrested for being in my house. I just want you to be safe and to get you back home. I don’t even know if you understand what I’m saying.’

The girl flew towards the phone, ripped it from its base and threw it across the room. She swivelled on her heel and ran across the kitchen, grabbing the knife from the island where Emma had left it. She backed up against the wall, one hand balled into a fist at her side, the other grasping the knife, ready to strike.

Emma stifled a scream of fear. She mustn’t frighten Ollie. She wiped her suddenly damp palms on the legs of her jeans and circled to the other side of the island, placing herself between the knife and her baby, her eyes locked on the girl’s. All kind thoughts about this child’s welfare fled from her mind as she realised she was trapped. She couldn’t leave the kitchen to get her mobile. Even if she could get past her, she couldn’t leave Ollie here.

‘Get out! Get out of my house right now. You’re scaring my baby,’ ordered Emma with as much confidence as she could muster. This is just a child, she told herself. You are in control here.

Emma risked a glance at Ollie, who was indeed looking confused. His gaze shifted from his mummy to the girl, his deep blue eyes filling with tears as the tension in the room sizzled around him. Emma reached out a hand and stroked his face with the back of a finger.

‘Shh. It’s okay, sweetheart.’ She didn’t want to shout at the girl again, but she wanted her gone. Alert to the girl’s slightest movement, she picked up Ollie’s drinking cup from the worktop and passed it to him. The girl wasn’t looking at Emma now. Her eyes were darting around the room, her brows knitted together slightly. Was she searching for an escape route?

Emma looked at Ollie, still sitting in his chair watching the girl, and she felt her anger grow as she took in his sparse blond curls and his plump cheeks, damp from his momentary tears. Nobody was going to hurt her baby. It struck her with force that if the girl came anywhere near Ollie, she would fight against that knife with her bare hands without a second’s hesitation.

She had no idea what to do. David wouldn’t be back for hours, but maybe the girl didn’t need to know that.

‘Look, I don’t know why you’re here and what you want, but my husband will be back any minute now. And I’m warning you …’ Emma stopped. She didn’t want to threaten her. She didn’t know if this girl was mentally ill and could be inflamed by talk of violence. ‘Please, talk to me.’

Emma’s fraught mind replayed everything that had happened. If the girl had wanted to attack, she’d had plenty of opportunity before Emma realised she was in the room. She had been silent, her expression blank, until she thought Emma was going to contact the police. She seemed to want something from Emma, but Emma had no idea what it was.

‘I know you don’t want to speak to me, but if I give you a piece of paper and a pen, will you write your name down for me?’ Emma asked with a sudden flash of inspiration. It occurred to her that maybe the girl couldn’t speak.

Gently easing Ollie’s chair back slightly, well out of the girl’s reach, she took a notepad and a pen from a shelf above the worktop and pushed them across the kitchen island towards the girl.

‘Please, write your name down for me. I don’t know what to call you, and if I’m going to help you I need to know who you are.’

The girl stared back at Emma, ignoring the paper and pen that were in front of her.

Emma closed her eyes in frustration. Maybe David would have more luck, and if not it would be down to the police to sort it out.

As if thinking of her husband had conjured him from nowhere, the throb of a powerful engine invaded the oppressive silence as David’s Range Rover pulled into the drive. Relieved as she was, she had no idea why he was home so early.

A few seconds later, the front door slammed, and Emma desperately wanted to rush out into the hall to greet him. But somehow she was scared that if she turned round the girl would have disappeared and nobody would believe she had ever been here.

Her relief was tempered by surprise as the girl threw the knife onto the worktop, pulled the notepad towards her and started to write. Just a few letters, and she turned the paper round to face Emma.

‘Emma?’ She heard David drop his keys in the bowl in the hall and heard his footsteps coming towards them. ‘Emma? Something terrible has happened. Where are you?’ he called. She could hear anxiety in his voice as he strode towards the kitchen.

She stared at the five letters as if they made no sense. But they did. A shiver ran through her body and goose bumps covered her arms.

I must warn David. But it was too late. He pushed open the door and his eyes went straight to Emma.

‘Em. I’ve had some shocking …’ he began. His eyes were suddenly drawn to the corner of the kitchen. He glanced at the girl, and his brow knitted into a frown. He looked back at Emma as he walked across the room, his head on one side as if asking her a silent question. She knew she should speak, but for a moment she couldn’t find the words.

‘Ay, Dada. Ay,’ shouted Ollie.

But David didn’t respond to his son. He turned back to the girl and stopped dead, his mouth slightly agape. He stared, speechless, at her, and his face drained of all colour.

The girl stared back, two bright red marks on her cheeks betraying some emotion that was absent from her eyes. The silence felt heavy, and Emma was suddenly certain that from this moment forwards her life was never going to be the same.

Finally, David spoke, his voice barely more than a whisper.

‘Tasha,’ he said.


6

As soon as David had uttered those two syllables, the silent spell was broken. A gasp burst from his throat as he crossed the room almost at a run. Emma looked on helplessly as her husband stood in front of his daughter, his open palms stroking her upper arms as he stared down at her face, his expression switching from puzzlement to joy. Tears spilled from his eyes and ran unchecked down his cheeks as he tried to pull Tasha’s rigid body towards him.

Emma was sure he would be thinking of Caroline, of how things used to be when it was him, Caroline and Tasha all together. She could imagine the scene if both parents had been here to witness the return of their lost daughter; how they would have rejoiced together. She realised that tears were running down her face too, and she brushed them away quickly. How cruel that David and Tasha had lost each other for so long.

There had never been an explanation for Caroline’s accident, and there hadn’t been a trace of Natasha from that day to this. David had told Emma how the whole town had come out to march up and down the fields surrounding the accident site. Helicopters had buzzed overhead. Urgent appeals had been issued in the press and on television. But there was no sign that anybody else had ever been in that car. Only Caroline.

And now Natasha was here. In their kitchen.

David had blamed himself for refusing to go to the family party. Even though he knew Caroline wasn’t a confident driver, especially in the dark, he had rejected her pleas and stayed at home, pretending that work was the issue. That wasn’t true. It was simply because he didn’t enjoy spending time with Caroline’s father. It had taken all of Emma’s love and patience to get him to begin to accept that he wasn’t responsible for what had happened.

Now he was talking non-stop to his daughter, and Emma’s eyes had moved to Natasha, who seemed completely unmoved by anything he said, her gaze blank, her eyes turned away from her father.

‘Tasha. Oh darling.’ David shook his head as if he had no idea what to say. ‘This is incredible. I’ve missed you – far more than you’ll ever know. You’re so beautiful – you’re so like your mother – do you know that?’

Trembling with emotion, he tried again to pull her into his arms, but as Emma watched she saw Natasha stiffen even more, her eyes narrowing. She could tell that the child’s jaw was clenched.

Belatedly, Emma saw the likeness to Caroline – the curve of Natasha’s cheek, her long dark eyelashes despite her blonde hair and the delicate pink of her lips. Caroline had been so dark, but it was a superficial difference. Under that sweep of chestnut hair in the portrait in the hall, her husband’s first wife gazed out with the same impenetrable gaze as the one Tasha wore now.

David was still muttering words of love, trying to get Natasha to respond to him.

‘David,’ Emma said softly. She walked over and gently put her hand on his back. ‘I know this must seem strange to you, but Tasha probably doesn’t remember you very well. I think she’s maybe a little frightened.’

David turned his head sharply to Emma. ‘Of course she’s not frightened. She knows I’m her dad. Why else would she be here?’ She could see the pain of Tasha’s rejection in David’s grey eyes and she barely recognised him as the same relaxed, confident man who had left the house that morning. Now his body was taut with tension, his skin flushed with anxiety.

His face relaxed into a smile as he turned back to Tasha and lifted a hand to gently push her hair from her face, but she shook her head so the hair fell forwards again and continued to stare blankly at the table.

‘Why don’t we all sit down,’ Emma said, ‘and we can talk to Tasha, discover how she’s found her way back to you and where she’s been for all these years.’

‘She’s back. That’s all that matters, where she’s been can wait.’

Emma stared at her husband. Of course it couldn’t wait. What if she had been held prisoner? What if she had been abused? Somebody out there was guilty of keeping this child, and they couldn’t pretend the last six years had never happened.

David guided Tasha across to the dining table at the far end of the room and pulled out a chair for her to sit down. ‘I wish your mum was here, Tasha. She never knew I’d lost you, of course, but she would be so happy for both of us today.’

Tasha still hadn’t spoken, but Emma was shocked at the look the girl flashed at her father. Was that anger she saw?

‘David, I’m sorry – but do you think we can have a word for a moment?’ She smiled at Tasha, but got a stony stare in response.

The kitchen suddenly felt oppressive and dark, even with all the lights on. It had always seemed like a haven of warmth on even the coldest, dullest days, but the dark skies had finally given way to heavy rain, which was pounding on the glass skylights that ran the length of the room.

David turned his head and gave Emma a slightly puzzled look, but he knew her well enough to know that she wouldn’t be asking to speak to him for no reason. He leaned across the table and stroked Natasha’s upper arm.

‘Back in a moment, sweetheart.’

As he made his way round the kitchen island to where Emma was standing, she thought about her next words.

‘If Tasha’s staying, we’re going to have to think about some clothes for her and getting a room ready. I can sort all that. What do you think?’ Emma felt a moment’s shame at her desperate need to escape the stifling atmosphere of the kitchen, to get Ollie somewhere safe where they could relax and breathe more easily.

‘What do you mean, if she’s staying?’

‘David, of course we want her to stay. But I don’t know how these things work, and neither do you. We don’t even know how she got here. I don’t know what social services will say about it, that’s all.’

‘You’ve phoned social services?’

‘No,’ Emma swallowed her irritation. ‘I haven’t called anybody. I was going to call the police, but …’

‘Police?’ David turned to Emma, and she flinched slightly at his tone. ‘Why were you going to call the police?’

Emma closed her eyes for a second.

‘There was a girl in my kitchen. A girl I didn’t know, who refused to speak to me. I assumed she was lost, or had been in an accident, but she wouldn’t tell me anything. Of course I thought I should call the police, but Tasha took the phone, so I couldn’t.’

‘She did what?’

Emma couldn’t bring herself to mention the knife, sitting harmlessly on the worktop. Had she overreacted?

‘Never mind that now. But we do have to call them. She’s thirteen – and only just. We don’t know if any harm has been done to her. We don’t how she got here today, where she’s been living, or what happened to her on that dreadful night six years ago.’

David ran his fingers through his fair hair, pushing it back from his forehead – a classic sign of tension that Emma recognised only too well in her husband. ‘I just need a bit of time with her, Em. Is that too much to ask?’

Emma didn’t know what to think. Perhaps if Natasha had been her child she might have felt the way that David did. Maybe she was placing too much emphasis on understanding all that had happened, rather than celebrating Natasha’s return, but she was still a missing person as far as the police were concerned.

‘She’s a child, darling, and the police need to know she’s home. They’ll help us to find out what happened to her, to understand what we need to do to help her.’

David reached out and pulled Emma close.

‘I know you’re right. I’m just scared they’ll take her away again. But I won’t let them. Will you make the call? I want to be with Tasha.’

‘Of course I will.’ She hugged her husband tightly and felt his body relax against hers. ‘I’ll do it now.’

Emma gently let go of David and turned round.

Tasha was leaning against the door to the hall with her arms folded.

‘No police,’ she said, her eyes like marbles – hard and shining.
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‘No police,’ she said again. ‘Call the police and I’m out of here.’

Those were the first words they had heard Natasha speak, and Emma could see the fear in David’s eyes that she meant every word of it. It was ridiculous. They had to tell the police.

Since Tasha’s pronouncement, Emma had managed to persuade her to sit back down at the table, but she had failed to persuade her to take her coat off, even though in the warm kitchen she must have been far too hot. It was as if she wasn’t yet sure she was staying.

‘I need to make Ollie’s tea,’ Emma said, leaning forwards to give her son a gentle kiss on his cheek. ‘Come on, little man, I’ll make you your favourite, shall I?’ She nuzzled his neck with her nose, wanting to hear him giggle. He smiled, but it was a much more muted response than normal. Poor Ollie. He wasn’t used to unrest in this house where calm usually reigned.

She walked across to the iPod on its speaker stand and switched it on. As the opening bars of ‘Pop Goes the Weasel’ filled the room, Ollie started bouncing around in his chair. David and Tasha could think what they liked. It was time to focus on what her son needed.

‘Can you give me a hand with something, please, David?’ Emma asked. She had to speak to him. They had to decide what to do.

She could tell from the way that David looked at her that he understood her ruse, but with the music playing and Tasha seated at the other end of the room, they should be able to speak in private. David walked over and dropped his arm around Emma’s shoulders, giving her a brief hug.

‘It’ll get easier in a day or two, I promise.’

Emma smiled at the typical David response. Ignore things, and they’ll go away.

‘We have to tell the police right away, David.’

He nodded. ‘It’s actually worse than you think. That’s why I was home so soon. There’s something I need to tell you. But not here, Em. I don’t want Tasha to hear.’

‘Well I’m not leaving Ollie on his own with her.’

‘For God’s sake, Emma, what is the matter with you? What do you think she’s going to do to him? He’s her brother.’

Emma didn’t know how to explain it to David, but it wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t leaving Tasha with Ollie.

‘Turn to face me, speak quietly, and Tasha won’t hear you.’

David leaned back against the kitchen units and spoke in a voice so low that Emma could barely hear.

‘I had a visit from the police. They found the body of a young girl earlier today, and they thought it might be Tasha. They took my DNA to check.’

Emma stared at him in disbelief.

‘What? Oh darling, that must have been terrible for you.’ She reached forwards and gave him a hug then leaned back, her hands still holding his waist. ‘So it’s even more important that we ring them – tell them that it can’t be Tasha because she’s sitting in our kitchen? Some other poor parents have just lost their daughter, and the police need to focus on who the girl really is, rather than wasting time on checking if it’s Tasha.’

David closed his eyes briefly and nodded.

‘Look, why don’t you give Ollie his tea and I’ll have another ten minutes with Tasha, then we’ll tell her together why we need to call the police. Is that okay, Em?’

Her arms slipped behind his back again and she pulled him close to her. She felt the warmth of his skin through his thin shirt, but his lean body seemed vulnerable, insubstantial, and she held him tighter.
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The drive home from his office should have taken Tom about twenty minutes, but tonight it was a stop-start marathon. It was all about timing, and this evening he’d got it wrong. Some boy band was playing at the Manchester Arena and the streets were heaving with young girls, giddy with excitement, practically skipping towards the venue with tolerant parents trailing disconsolately in their wake. He looked at their laughing, happy faces, and an image of another young face, distorted by the ravages of death, forced itself to the forefront of his mind. Whatever had happened to the child they had found that morning, he was going to get the bastard that did it to her.

Becky had volunteered for the awful job of visiting the families of the two girls that fitted the age profile. David Joseph had been easy to find, and Becky had seen him at his company offices earlier that day. However, Amy Davidson had been in care since she was two, and nobody knew who her father was. Her mother was in Styal Prison, and she had shrugged when told that the police were checking if a child found dead in suspicious circumstances could be hers. She hadn’t seen the child since she had been taken into care and had never shown the slightest interest in her daughter. Nevertheless, hers was the only DNA they would be able to use for identification.

David Joseph had been a different matter. He had begged to see the body – to check for himself if it was his daughter – but Becky had, of course, refused. They had promised to rush through the DNA comparison, but she had been at pains to explain to him that there was every chance that this was some other child. Still, the sooner they could put the man’s mind at rest, the better.

If the child did turn out to be Natasha Joseph, though, it would send the investigation in a different direction entirely, because when she had disappeared aged six she was definitely not a runaway and he didn’t like to contemplate what might have happened to her in the last few years.

While Becky was out, Tom had made a call. ‘Jumbo, sorry to disturb you. I’m sure you’ve got your hands full – but Becky said you worked on the Natasha Joseph case six years ago. I’ve read the file, but I thought it worth tapping into your encyclopaedic memory.’

‘I don’t know about the encyclopaedic bit, but I do remember that case well. Man lost his wife and child in one night. We got called out to examine the car when they knew a child was missing. But I’m not sure I can help, Tom, because there was nothing to find – no blood, for sure – other than the mother’s, of course. And she had catastrophic injuries; her neck was broken.’

‘I’ve been wondering how the girl got out of the car, because presumably the child lock was set. What conclusion did you come to?’

‘We never got any real answers to be honest. The door next to the kid’s seat did have the child lock set, but the other side didn’t, so she could have got out that way. We did wonder if somebody had rescued her and maybe kept her – but we didn’t find any evidence to support that theory, so we concluded that she must have got out of the car to try to find help and then wandered off.

Jumbo hadn’t been able to offer any more insight than that, which was more or less what Tom was expecting. Had there been anything else, it would have been in the file.

So where the hell did the child go?

He still had no answers as he pulled into his drive and noticed with a twinge of disappointment that Leo’s car wasn’t there. She must be running late. Tom grabbed his things from the back seat, walked briskly up to the front door and put his key in the lock, listening for the beep of his alarm. He walked to the control box and switched it off.

Ever since a break-in at his cottage in Cheshire the previous summer, Tom had become extra cautious. It had seemed at the time that the burglars were after something in his brother Jack’s papers, and now those same papers were here – in this house.

Tom knew he was never going to be completely relaxed until he had bitten the bullet and been through the papers to see if he could work out why anybody would want to steal them – unless, of course, he was too late, and they had found what they were looking for back in the summer.

He went to the kitchen cupboard and grabbed a glass, poured himself a generous measure of Glenmorangie and took it through to the sitting room. He sat on the sofa, but quickly abandoned the comfort of its soft cushions and slid down onto the rug, his back propped against the seat he had just vacated. He reached out to the coffee table for a remote control and pressed a button to choose a song at random.

Tom had Jack to thank for his eclectic taste in music. From Tom’s early teens to the day Jack died the two brothers had enjoyed many a heated discussion about which genre of music was the best. Tom could remember clearly the first night that Jack had told him to come to his bedroom to be ‘educated’. He had sat cross-legged on the bed trying to argue that Jack’s taste in music was terrible, until in the end Jack had pulled out a couple of cans of beer from under his bed and thrust one into Tom’s hand.

‘Drink that, chill and listen,’ he’d said to a slightly surprised but delighted thirteen-year-old Tom.

It was a habit that had stuck with them for the rest of Jack’s life. A couple of times each year they would get together, drink beer and listen to music. Tom rarely drank beer on any other occasion. It was a Jack ritual, and somehow the taste went with the event.

He took a sip of his Scotch. He seldom allowed himself time to think about Jack, and he was afraid that scrutinising his brother’s papers would open a kind of Pandora’s box. The documents had been with Jack’s solicitor for years as Tom continued to ignore them, and he was wary of the memories – not all of them positive. Memories were the hardest thing to deal with.

The truth was that Jack had been a law unto himself. He had abhorred any kind of discipline or control, and his staggeringly astute brain was constantly searching for the next challenge – until finally he found the one thing that would continue to grow in complexity and stimulate his fertile mind. The computer. As he got older, it became an obsession. From the day he bought himself a ZX Spectrum Jack rarely left his room.

Tom had been in awe of him. This boy with the wild black hair tied back into something approximating a ponytail, with pale-blue eyes that seemed to burn every surface they touched, was actually his brother. Jack was only three years older than Tom, but he seemed light years away in attitude. He always called Tom ‘little brother’ – almost as if he couldn’t remember his name. But those special nights when Tom was allowed into the secret world of Jack’s bedroom where clothes lay in heaps on the floor and AC/ DC blasted out from homemade speakers were never to be forgotten.

Tom took another mouthful of whisky, forcing his mind away from Jack and onto things that mattered now – like a young girl who had suffered God knows what and had been left to die in a cold, damp wood.

He pulled his phone out from his trouser pocket and pressed a key.

‘Lucy? It’s Dad. I thought I’d give you a quick call and see how you’re doing.’
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Ollie sat quietly in his chair, munching on his favourite cheese on toast – for the moment oblivious to the tension around him.

Tasha hadn’t spoken again, but they had to get through to her somehow.

‘Tell her the truth,’ Emma said. ‘Explain to Tasha why we have to tell the police that she’s home.’

David put his head on one side, as if to say ‘Must I?’, but he knew he had no choice.

‘Tasha, the police came to see me today, to ask me about you.’

Tasha’s eyes were instantly round with fear, her eyes flicking between David and Emma.

‘I’m not supposed to tell anybody about this, because the news isn’t going to be made public until tomorrow, but a girl’s body was found this morning in some woods. The police thought it might be you.’

Tasha dropped her head. Her hair fell forwards to cover her face, but Emma was sure she had glimpsed what looked like tears in the girl’s eyes. She made a noise that sounded like a hiss.

‘Hey,’ Emma said, ‘it’s okay, Tasha. They just didn’t know who it was, and the girl was about your age so they wanted to check with your dad. That’s all.’

Tasha didn’t look up.

‘Tasha, what is it, darling?’ David said, standing up and moving towards her.

As he leaned forwards to put his arm gently round her shoulders, Tasha threw herself to one side.

‘Don’t touch me,’ she said. She kept her body angled stiffly away from her father until he withdrew his arm. If there had been tears in her eyes, there was no trace of them now.

Emma felt David’s hurt as if it was her own, but her biggest concern was Ollie. He shouldn’t be here for this. He looked startled for a moment, then his face crumpled and his mouth turned down as fat tears slid down his flushed cheeks. He should have been in bed ages ago, but Emma hadn’t wanted to be separated from him even for a moment.

‘Tasha, I’m really sorry that you’re upset, but I am going to have to take Ollie out of here. All of this is so distressing for him and he’s not coping well. He looks feverish. I won’t call the police. Okay? Not until we’ve worked things through with you. I promise – and I don’t break promises.’

Without waiting for anybody’s permission, Emma lifted Ollie from his chair and pulled him close.

‘Come on, little man. Let’s get you all snuggled up in your cot. It’s okay. Shhh, sweetheart.’ Emma kissed his hot skin.

As she turned towards the door, Tasha jumped up.

‘I’m coming,’ she said.

Emma was about to object, but one look at Tasha’s face and she knew she couldn’t. The girl was determined to follow her. Emma shook off her anxiety and told herself Tasha was just a child.

What would Caroline do?

‘Why don’t we all go? We can show you where you’re going to be sleeping, and you can have a look round with your dad while I get Ollie settled.’

‘Good idea,’ David said, seemingly grateful to be doing something that gave Tasha’s presence a sense of permanence.

There was one tricky moment when they reached the top of the stairs. The spare room where Natasha would be sleeping was the first door on the right, but when Emma opened it with a smile, saying, ‘Here you are, Natasha,’ the girl walked straight past her and along to the next room – now Ollie’s. She pushed the door ajar and stood still – looking in.

David ran his hand through his hair again, his face etched with guilt. ‘We should have put Ollie somewhere else – left her room as it was,’ he whispered. ‘That was a mistake, Em. She’s going to feel that I’d forgotten her.’

Emma said nothing. That was so typical of David. Instead of giving his daughter a rational explanation for the change of bedroom, he would be worried about whether she resented it – resented him.

Now wasn’t the time to argue, so she spoke to Natasha.

‘That’s Ollie’s room now, love. Go in and have a look if you like, but it’s a bit small for a teenager, so this will be your room. We can change it, of course, but it’s got a double bed and it’s a much bigger room. What do you think?’

Natasha turned back towards them, her face expressionless, walked into her room and closed the bedroom door.

*

By bedtime, Natasha had still not reappeared. David had knocked on the door to tell her that they were having dinner if she would like some, but she hadn’t answered him. Emma had gone up herself ten minutes later. She had tried the door, worried that Natasha was in there alone and would undoubtedly be distressed by all that had happened. She was only thirteen after all. But something was pushed hard against the door and it wouldn’t budge.

Emma imagined Tasha curled up on the bed, confused and upset, and felt her heart break for the girl.

‘Tasha, please let me in, or at least let me know you’re okay.’

As she had expected, there was no response. What if Tasha had gone? Could she have climbed out of the window? Emma didn’t think so, but what if she had harmed herself in some way?

‘Natasha, if you don’t open this door or speak to me, I’m going to have to get your dad to force his way in – either through the door or if necessary through the window. Now, tell me that you’re okay.’

‘Go away,’ came the shout from inside.

‘Okay, sweetheart. I just wanted to know that you’re not ill or anything. I know this must be incredibly hard, Tasha – we want to help you. Shall I bring you some food if you don’t feel like coming down?’

‘I told you to go away.’ No longer a shout, there was a level of determination in the tone that brooked no argument.

Emma had rested her forehead against the door. She had no idea what to do, and Tasha still hadn’t told them why she was prepared to run away again if they called the police.

‘Okay, I’m going to go downstairs. If you want to have some dinner, it’s steak pie and roast potatoes.’

David had eaten his dinner in silence, disappointment that Tasha hadn’t joined them evident in his expression, and Emma could find no words to comfort him that didn’t sound like empty platitudes. How could she possibly understand how he was feeling? His ready smile had seemed like a distant memory tonight, and she wanted to share his pain, joy and confusion. But she couldn’t reach him. He was somewhere else – somewhere that excluded her.

One thing she did know, though. Something was very wrong about all of this. Why wouldn’t Tasha tell them where she had been living? Why was she frightened of the police?

Emma had no answers, and after they had finished dinner and cleared up she had taken a slice of chocolate cake and a large glass of milk and left them outside Tasha’s door.

She wanted to tell David that tomorrow she was going to call the police, whether Tasha liked it or not. Somebody had kept her from her family for all this time, and there was no guarantee that she was the only one. What if there were other girls like her, hidden away from their families? And how had she got back? They were two miles from the nearest town, and there were no buses.

Emma couldn’t help feeling they weren’t asking the right questions.

‘Let’s go up,’ Emma said quietly, reaching for David’s hand.

He gently pulled away.

‘Do you mind if I stay downstairs for a while, Em? I’m going to pour a brandy and have a few moments. Is that okay?’

Emma was sure that David needed time to think about Caroline too, and she couldn’t blame him for that, today of all days.

‘Of course. I’ll still be awake when you come to bed if you want to talk some more.’

He kissed her gently on the lips and she turned to make her way upstairs.

As she passed Tasha’s bedroom, she was disappointed to see that the cake and milk were still sitting on the small table on the landing, but to her surprise the door was slightly ajar. She knocked quietly.

‘Tasha,’ she said in little more than a whisper in case the girl was asleep. There was no response. She pushed the door a little wider to check that her new stepdaughter was okay. The room was empty.

Emma spun round. The door to the bathroom stood wide open; she was clearly not in there. And there was something else. The door to Ollie’s room was closed. It was never closed.

She flew along the landing and flung open the door to his room. The nightlight cast faint images of stars, bubbles and fish around the room, projecting a pale green light on the dark walls – and over the figure standing at the end of Ollie’s cot, leaning in towards him.
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Day Two

The sky outside Ollie’s bedroom window was bright with morning sunshine, although rainclouds were already gathering, their brooding darkness hovering malevolently on the horizon.

Emma stared sightlessly at the garden. Today was going to be a better day, she decided, even though her body felt heavy and lethargic after little sleep. But she was going to have to fight that. Her family needed her.

She had spent the night on a chair in Ollie’s room, terrified to leave him alone. At least she had started the night on the chair. In the end, though, she had stretched herself out on the rug in front of his cot. If she fell asleep, she didn’t want anybody getting past her, getting to her baby.

When she had found Tasha leaning over his cot the night before she had screamed at the girl in her fear. ‘What are you doing? Why are you in here?’

Natasha had stared at her without moving for a few moments – her eyes blank. Then she had pushed past Emma and walked calmly back to her own room, where she had barricaded herself in again. For the rest of the night, Emma had been alert to the slightest sound, but there had been no repetition of that terrifying moment, and her baby had slept peacefully until a few moments ago.

Emma turned to pick up Ollie out of his cot and took him over to the window seat, cuddling his warm little body to her. She wrapped her arms a bit tighter around her son and kissed the top of his head. What would he be making of all this? Ollie was used to a life free from tension but now he could probably sense his mother’s anxiety, seeping from her pores. Emma felt tears starting to leak from her eyes again and shook herself crossly. Getting upset wasn’t going to help anyone.

She forced her shoulders down, waggled her toes in an effort to relax the muscles in her legs and took some deep breaths.

‘Be positive,’ she whispered.

Despite the events of the night before, she had to try to act as if nothing had happened. She was sure she had panicked unnecessarily. Probably the girl had simply wanted to look at her little brother. Emma needed to make things right – for everybody’s sake.

She pushed herself off the window seat and carried Ollie in his pyjamas towards the stairs. ‘So what’s today going to bring, my little Ollie?’ she said, giving him her best smile.

She paused outside Natasha’s door and knocked.

‘Tasha, Ollie and I are going downstairs for breakfast. Your dad’s in the shower. Do you want some scrambled eggs?’

She waited in silence and was surprised when the door opened and Natasha came out. Seeing her wearing exactly what she had worn the day before reminded Emma that she needed to buy some clothes for the girl, and maybe a few things to brighten up her bedroom.

Natasha’s face was blank, but her eyes were tired and bloodshot. Had she been crying?

And it’s my fault. It’s because I shouted at her. Emma felt a rush of blood to her cheeks and turned towards Ollie to mask her guilty confusion.

‘Say good morning to Tasha, Ollie.’

‘Tassa, Tassa, ay, ay,’ Ollie said, beaming at his half-sister and waving his arms in the air. She looked away.

Emma felt her brows knitting together in a frown at the girl’s indifference and forced herself to act naturally as she led the way into the kitchen.

‘Sorry – he can’t make a sh sound yet. Okay – juice for Ollie, and I guess you would like some too,’ Emma said, deciding that for now the best policy was not to demand a response.

She poured juice into Ollie’s beaker and some into a glass for Natasha.

‘Go and sit down at the table, Tasha. I’ll bring your breakfast over when it’s ready.’

She turned to the fridge, took out some eggs and pushed two slices of bread into the toaster, working entirely on autopilot, her mind elsewhere.

Emma had spoken to David about the police again, and she had finally managed to convince him to call them. When he had first woken up, David had asked where she’d been all night. She knew if she told him the truth about why she slept in Ollie’s room he would have said she was overreacting, so she told him she was worried about Ollie having a temperature, and it seemed easier than disturbing David every time she got up to check on their son.

It was a lie. She had never lied to her husband before.

She felt Tasha’s eyes on her and somehow got the feeling that the girl could read her every thought. Her eyes narrowed slightly as if she hated Emma with every cell in her body. Did she resent her for taking her mother’s place? Emma felt a shiver run down her spine. If she despised them so much, why was she here?

David chose that moment to walk into the kitchen, trying his best to raise a cheery smile, and went straight to Natasha.

‘Hello, darling,’ he said, beaming at her. ‘It’s lovely to see you up and having breakfast. Did you sleep well?’ He put his arm round her shoulders, pulling her gently towards him so he could kiss the top of her head. Natasha resisted with all her strength, and when David released her the force of her resistance caused her to tumble slightly to the side, her arm sending her glass of juice flying.

Natasha jumped up from the table.

‘Stop touching me,’ she said quietly, her eyes burning and her jaw clenched. ‘I don’t like it.’ Kicking the chair viciously to one side, she left the kitchen, slamming the door behind her.

Emma didn’t know what to do, but she couldn’t bear to see the pain in David’s eyes. She knew that he was suffocating the girl, but could she blame him? She waited a few moments.

‘Shall I go and get her?’ she asked, keeping her voice low and even. ‘We promised not to contact the police without telling her, but it’s going to look really bad if we don’t. What do you want to do, love?’

David shook his head.

‘You’re right, of course. I’ll go and tell her. But I’m going to lock the front door so if she decides to run she’ll have to come through here. And I’ll stop her. I don’t know what else to do, but I can’t lose her again now.’
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The incident room was humming when Tom arrived. Becky appeared to have everything under control and the press had now been briefed about the discovery of the young girl’s body. Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley had decided to be the spokesperson. Tom wasn’t surprised. Philippa was very keen on raising her public profile, and she was welcome to it as far as Tom was concerned.

He knew what would happen now. All those children that hadn’t been reported missing would become top priority in their parents’ eyes, the belief that their daughter would come home ‘when she’s ready’ suddenly not being quite such a sure thing.

Tom hadn’t slept well. Thoughts of Jack and the dead girl were enough to disturb his sleep, but on top of that he and Leo had discovered something in his brother’s papers the previous evening and he couldn’t rid himself of the idea that it might be significant.

He hadn’t wanted to go through Jack’s documents last night, but when Leo had arrived home she had encouraged him to stop putting the task off indefinitely.

‘Procrastination, Tom.’

‘Yes – I know. It’s the thief of time.’

Leo had given him a smug look. ‘I wasn’t going to say that – I was going to say makes easy things hard, hard things harder.’

‘Have you just made that up?’ he had asked with a smile.

‘No – but the threat of these documents is always there, hanging over you. Until you know if there’s anything worth finding – or any evidence that something’s already been taken – they’re going to grow into a bigger and bigger burden. Come on – I’ll help you. Let’s get the job done.’

He had looked at Leo, dressed in one of her monochrome outfits of black jeans and a loose black-and-white striped shirt, and thought about what he would rather be doing. In the end, though, he had caved in.

‘Okay, you win. I’ll get the boxes.’

It had seemed like a fairly mundane task to begin with – nothing more exciting than documents detailing Jack’s presentations to prospective clients. None of Tom’s fears of being assaulted by memories were realised until Leo had discovered an SD card, trapped under one of the cardboard flaps at the bottom of the box. She had wanted to load it onto her laptop there and then, but Tom had hesitated, fearing that it might be a video of Jack playing his guitar badly and singing along to Def Leppard. He hadn’t been sure he could cope with that, so he had suggested they had done enough for one night and put the card to one side.

It was no good, though. The damned thing was burning a hole in his pocket. The best option by far would be to take a look now in the privacy of his office and just deal with whatever was on it. He pulled the card out and slotted into the side of his laptop.

There was one file. SILVERSPHERE.xls. Tom stared at the screen. An Excel spreadsheet – and he recognised the moniker Silver Sphere only too well.

It was Jack’s hacker alias. As a teenager Jack had started hacking for fun, to show that he could beat the system. He had truly believed that nothing could defeat him.

Tom clicked on the file to open it. Nothing happened for a second. Then a box popped up.

Please enter your password.

Tom stared at the screen for a moment, and then with a disappointed sigh he ejected the card and put it back in his pocket.

*

Tom was on his second cup of coffee of the morning when he looked up and saw Becky hovering near the door. His spirits lifted slightly as, not for the first time, he was struck by how much she had changed. There was no comparison between the person in front of him now and the one who had arrived in Manchester a few months previously. Gone was the pale, almost haggard face of a young woman fighting to recover her confidence at the end of a doomed relationship. Now her cheeks were pink, and her eyes glittered with a genuine interest in life. She had regained all of her natural ebullience. Today her outfit matched her smart and sassy personality; her black trouser suit was well cut with a jacket that showed off her slim waist and under the jacket was an emerald-green shirt and a slim gold chain at her neck. She had grown her hair out of its neat bob, and it bounced shinily on her shoulders.

‘Okay if I come in?’ she asked. ‘Only you looked miles away. Ooh – I see you’ve found your pig.’

Tom had to think for a moment. What pig? And then he followed Becky’s gaze to the doorstop.

‘Ah yes. The missing pig. Our good friend DC Tippetts had borrowed it.’

‘What the hell did Ryan want with your pig?’ Becky asked.

‘Don’t ask. I didn’t believe his excuse for a second. Anything of interest in the calls on the missing girl?

Becky pulled a face as she sat down.

‘Not really. As you might expect we’ve got a stack of names to sort through because people are saying that their sixteen-year-old only looks twelve, or are we sure the girl was white, etcetera. But we’ve had some news from Jumbo. He’s writing the report now but wanted to give me the heads up.’

Tom pushed the crime statistics that he had been studying with little interest to one side and leaned forwards.

‘What’s he got?’

‘They did a fingertip search in the pile of soggy leaves around where she was found and unearthed a syringe.’

‘Oh no,’ Tom said, his chest feeling heavy with sorrow for the child. ‘Do they think the poor kid did it to herself, or did some bastard take her there and give her too much of the stuff?’

‘They’re not sure. It may even be unrelated. We won’t know until we get her tox results, and even if we put a rush on, they’re going to be a couple of weeks. As you may have noticed, though, that lovely tunnel held all sorts of delights – including the odd syringe if I remember rightly. It could just be coincidence that there was one near the body. Anyway, Jumbo’s team are collecting evidence from the tunnel too.’

Tom pulled a face.

‘They’re going to struggle to get any fingerprints from the body, but there are some on the syringe. No match to anybody as yet. They couldn’t find any footprints – but then they didn’t find the girl’s either. Everything had been blown about a bit in the weather for the last couple of days.’

‘Do they know what was in the syringe?’ Tom asked.

‘Ketamine.’

‘Ketamine? I wasn’t expecting that. What theories have we got, then? Some bastard knocked her out so that not only had he bagged himself a kid, but a comatose kid into the bargain?’

Becky winced.

‘Ket’s an unusual choice, I agree. But even if she was injected, it might only have put her into a deep sleep. So she’s just as likely to have died from hypothermia. She had zero body fat from what I can see on the photos. You were away last week, but before we got all this wind and rain it was bloody freezing. They reckon it’s been the coldest March in Manchester since 1962, and the temperature dropped to minus six overnight.’

There was a tap on the open door and Tom glanced up to see DC Ryan Tippetts standing in the door.

‘Boss,’ he said. ‘It’s Natasha Joseph.’

Tom looked at Becky’s face as she grimaced at the thought of passing on the sad information to the girl’s father.

‘Thanks Ryan. That’s confirmed is it?’

The detective looked confused for a moment, then his face cleared.

‘Oh. I see what you mean. No, the body isn’t Natasha Joseph. She’s turned up at home. Just walked in the door, apparently. Yesterday.’

‘Yesterday!’ The word burst from Becky’s lips as she spun round to face DC Tippetts. ‘Why the bloody hell didn’t they tell us?’

‘Don’t shoot the messenger,’ Ryan said, holding his hands up. ‘That’s all I know. Oh – except that the kid’s refusing to speak to the police. She says that if we’re involved she’s going to do a runner.’

Becky shook her head in disbelief. ‘Oh that’s great. Thanks, Ryan.’ She turned back to Tom. ‘Well, bugger me. That’s a bit of a turn-up. What are you thinking?’

‘I’m wondering where the hell she’s sprung from after all this time. We find a body we think might be hers, and then she suddenly comes back? That’s quite a coincidence!’

Nothing about this felt good to Tom. The Joseph girl had been missing since she was six years old, so somebody had been sheltering her. Why had they let her go now?

‘How do you want me to play it?’ Becky asked.

‘You need to pay the Josephs a visit. We need to be certain she is who she says she is. If she refuses to speak to you, tell the Josephs we’ll give her a couple of days to settle in, but then we’re going to have to talk to her. And take a family liaison officer with you – one that’s been trained to interview kids. We need to know where the hell she’s been, who’s been hiding her for all these years, and why.’
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It felt safe in the bedroom now the door was barricaded shut again with a chest of drawers. She hadn’t known if she would be strong enough to shift such a big piece of furniture, but somehow she had managed, and it got a bit easier each time. She had found somewhere to hide stuff, but she still couldn’t risk them coming into the room whenever they wanted.

David – he wanted her to call him Dad but he could dream on – had given her an old mobile of his so she could ‘call her friends’. That had almost made her smile. It was a bit of a crappy old thing, but he seemed very pleased with himself for his thoughtfulness.

She wished he wouldn’t touch her. It made her flesh crawl.

She knew Emma had searched the pockets of her duffle coat when she had finally taken it off the night before. She had slammed her bedroom door but sneaked out to watch Emma glancing guiltily over her shoulder as her hands delved deep into the pockets of the coat where she had hung it in the hall. Emma probably expected to find a phone. As if Natasha would have been stupid enough to bring one into the house yesterday.

Emma wouldn’t have told David what she’d done, though. He would have thought it was a terrible thing to do. But Emma didn’t trust her. And that might be a problem.

Last night, when everybody was in bed, Natasha had crept downstairs. She had switched a lamp on and looked at the painting in the hall. She had forgotten what her mum looked like.

How could she have forgotten?

She was beautiful. And she had loved Tasha so much. Tasha could just about remember how that had made her feel, but she hadn’t felt like that in a very long time.

Now David had called the police and she was going to have to think on her feet. It wasn’t supposed to happen. She knew there were policemen who would pass on anything that they were told to, and she knew that would mean trouble. She had tried every trick she could think of to make David change his mind, but Emma wouldn’t budge.

David would have been easier to manipulate on his own. He was a man with guilt hanging over him, weighing him down. She might have managed to persuade him to keep the police out of it. Emma was much tougher. She said they had to tell the police because of the girl – the dead girl. Tasha stifled a sob. Could it be …? No. She mustn’t even think that.

Emma had won the battle, though, and convinced David to make the call. Emma thought she knew the difference between right and wrong.

She might know about right, but she knew nothing about wrong. She hadn’t the first clue about wrong.

Tasha smiled to herself. It was only a matter of time.
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Becky looked at the open fields surrounding David Joseph’s home. The red-brick house itself was attractive in a solid kind of way, but she wouldn’t want to live out here. The idea of living in the countryside didn’t appeal to her at all, and if she ever changed her mind it would have to be for a house with stunning views. This was all a bit flat and featureless for her taste. And as she was a city girl, the vague whiff of manure didn’t do much for her either.

The front garden of Blue Meadow House looked pretty much like all gardens in March – generally quite drab but with some cheerful yellow daffodils offering a promise of the warmer months to come. In spite of their burst of colour, as she surveyed the shadows cast by the dark clouds that had chased away the brief morning sunshine, it seemed at this moment that Grey Meadow House might have been a more appropriate name. At least it had stopped raining.

Becky pushed the doorbell, glancing sideways at the quiet, confident profile of Charley Hughes, a young DC who was specially trained in questioning children. She had cropped blonde hair and her features appeared to have been skilfully sculpted, with sharp cheekbones, wide-set hazel eyes and a generous mouth. It was one of those faces that on first sight seemed merely attractive but which became increasingly interesting.

‘I’m really keen to see how you handle this one, Charley. It’s hard to believe Natasha Joseph has been missing for over six years, and nobody has seen hide nor hair of her in all that time.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ Charley responded. ‘But I gather she doesn’t want to talk to us at all, so we may get no further than checking that she is who she claims to be.’

Any further conversation was brought to a halt as a woman with a pale face who looked to be around forty opened the door. Her eyes had the haunted look of a person under stress.

‘Good morning,’ Becky said. ‘Mrs Emma Joseph? I’m Detective Inspector Becky Robinson, and this is Detective Constable Charlotte Hughes.’

The woman nodded. ‘Please come in.’ She held the door open so Becky and Charley could step into the wide hallway. At the far end was a beautiful antique wooden table with a bowl of fresh flowers adding a touch of brightness against a pale beige wall. But it was the portrait above the flowers that drew Becky’s eye. It was a painting of a lovely young woman, little more than a girl really, sitting on a chaise longue with her feet tucked up next to her. Emma Joseph intercepted Becky’s gaze.

‘That’s my husband’s first wife, Caroline. Tasha’s mother.’

Becky glanced at the woman standing before her in the hallway, looking to see if there was any trace of resentment that the portrait of the former wife was still hanging in pride of place, but she saw none. Just a hint of sadness.

‘Tasha’s with her father. I’ll take you to them.’

Becky didn’t move. ‘Before we meet her, Mrs Joseph, can you fill me in on yesterday? I gather you just found her in your kitchen? ‘

Emma Joseph lifted her hand to tuck away some stray strands of hair that had escaped from a loose ponytail behind her ears.

‘It was very odd. I’d been upstairs with Ollie – my little boy. I came down to the kitchen, and there she was. Standing there, saying nothing.’

‘How do you think she got in, Mrs Joseph?’

‘She must have gone round the side of the house and come in through the back door. I never lock that door when I’m in all day. Maybe not the brightest decision, stuck out here, but …’ She shrugged as if to say ‘That’s just the way it is.’

‘And what has she said to you – about how she got here, where she’s been?’

‘Nothing. We can’t get anything out of her, other than the fact she didn’t want the police involved.’ The woman shook her head and looked Becky in the eye. ‘She just appeared – from nowhere. How did she find her way to us?’

‘She hasn’t told you?’

‘Not a word. She won’t even talk to her dad.’

‘Okay, Mrs Joseph. One more thing, if you don’t mind. Before you came downstairs and found Natasha in your kitchen, do you remember hearing anything at all out of the ordinary outside?’

For a moment, Emma Joseph look puzzled, but she was a smart lady. ‘Oh, you mean like a car or anything?’

‘Well, you’re quite a long way from a bus route here, and with all these lanes I am struggling to think how she would have got here on her own.’

‘Me too,’ Emma said. ‘I didn’t hear a thing, though. The tractor in the next field was making so much noise I wouldn’t have heard if a Sherman tank had rolled up, to be honest. But if you think somebody brought her here, why would they keep her for six years and then bring her back?’

Becky took a deep breath.

‘I’ve no idea. It doesn’t make any sense at all, as far as I can see.’

*

Emma Joseph pushed open the kitchen door and Becky caught a quick glimpse of a wonderfully comfortable-looking kitchen and living room – something she would expect to find in a style magazine – before her eyes came to rest on a man with his back to them, hands in his trouser pockets, staring out of a floor-to-ceiling glass door into the back garden. Although of average height and slender build, his hunched shoulders gave him the air of a person much older than the attractive, confident man Becky had been introduced to just the day before.

What a twenty-four hours he had had. Becky could still remember how the colour had seeped from his skin as he had slumped back into his chair at the news that a girl’s body had been found. It should be a time for celebration now, but all Becky could feel around her was confusion and disappointment.

The only movement in the room came from the little boy in the high chair. He turned his head as they came in, and his baby face lit up when he saw his mum. He was playing with some brightly coloured plastic eggs and banged one on his tray with delight at her appearance. Becky looked at Emma and saw her worried frown soften as she smiled at her son briefly, before turning back to her husband.

‘David,’ she said gently. ‘The detectives have arrived.’

Tearing his gaze away from the garden, David Joseph turned his head, then with one last lingering look into the garden turned round and walked towards Becky and Charley, reaching out to shake them both by the hand.

‘Thank you for coming. I know we should have called you sooner, but Tasha seems so fragile and she was adamant that the police mustn’t be told she’s here. She said she’d disappear again if we called you.’

‘But she’s still here?’ Becky asked.

David nodded. ‘I locked all the doors while we talked to her and explained why we had to call you. We told her about the girl – the one you found yesterday. That seemed to upset her a bit. I promised her that you only want to check that she really is my daughter – even though I don’t have a single doubt myself – just so you can close the case.’

Becky knew it wasn’t the time to argue, but if David Joseph thought this case was closed, he was way off the mark. Wherever his daughter had been, she had been somebody’s secret for more than six years. In Becky’s experience, that painted pictures of a life she didn’t want to imagine for this child.

‘We’ll keep it simple for today, Mr Joseph, if that helps. Where’s Natasha now?’ Becky asked.

He turned and walked back towards the window, the three women following him. Through the glass they looked out at trampled flowerbeds and a muddy lawn that looked as if the local football team had recently played a match on it. But there was one patch of grass that was intact at the far end of the garden, and in the middle was a child’s swing. Becky could see a slight young girl hunched up, pushing herself backwards and forwards with one foot on the ground, her arms hooked around the chains. She appeared to be staring into the distance, her eyes unfocused, her mind somewhere else entirely.

‘She’s been out there since we told her we were going to call you. I’ve been watching her to make sure she doesn’t run off. When she was little, she spent hours on that swing. She used to say that one night she was going to swing so high that she would touch a star.’

‘May we speak to Natasha?’ Becky asked.

Before he had a chance to answer, Emma interrupted.

‘David, if you don’t mind, I think I should take Ollie somewhere else. He must be wondering what on earth’s going on.’

He glanced at his wife vacantly and gave a slightly bemused shrug.

‘Yes, of course. I don’t think you’re needed here.’ He looked from Becky to Charley. ‘Is she?’

Becky saw the expression on Emma’s face and felt the other woman’s sense of rejection.

‘I think it’s fine,’ Becky said. ‘But we will need to talk to you again to make sure we’ve got all the facts. And I think you’re going to be vital going forwards, so if your baby has a nap any time soon, do come back and join us.’

Emma flashed a brief, grateful smile to Becky as she left the room with Ollie shouting his indignation at being taken away.

David slid open the door and stepped out into the garden, picking his way through the mud to approach his daughter. Becky and Charley gave him a moment alone with her. He crouched down so he was level with her face; they could see he was speaking but couldn’t hear what he was saying. Natasha didn’t look at him. They saw him reach out a hand to touch her arm and couldn’t miss the fact that she flinched and jerked her arm away.

‘What do you think, Charley?’ Becky asked.

‘If I’m honest, I don’t get it. She’s come back, but she’s rejecting everybody – especially her dad, from the look of things. Until we know why she’s suddenly come back now, I don’t think it’s going to make any sense.’

‘Come on. He’s fighting a losing battle. Let’s see if we can get a DNA sample and follow Tom’s advice – leave them in peace with all the contact numbers they need. At least for a day or two.’

The two women followed David across the garden. As they approached the child on the swing, Becky focused on Natasha, who seemed too small and slender for a girl who had just turned thirteen. Where her arms stuck out from the sleeves of her jumper, Becky could see wrists that were so narrow they looked as if one squeeze would break them. But then she looked at the eyes, and they told a whole different story. These weren’t the eyes of a child. There was a hint of bitterness in her hard gaze, a knowing kind of resilience. Despite that, Natasha’s pupils were slightly dilated – a classic symptom of fear.

What’s she frightened of?

‘Hi, Natasha. My name’s Becky, and this is Charley. We know you don’t want to talk to us. Your dad’s explained, and we’re not going to push you.’

Natasha had found a loose thread in the sleeve of her slightly grubby red jumper and was pulling it and watching with fascination as it unravelled.

‘It’s very quiet round here, isn’t it?’ Charley said. ‘You can hear the birds singing now the rain has stopped. Could you hear the birds where you’ve been living?’

Becky detected a small movement of the mouth, but it wasn’t to speak. It was a smirk of derision. Charley laughed gently.

‘I guess from your expression that’s a no, then, is it?’

The girl remained mute.

‘Do you think you could tell me a bit about where you were living?’

No answer. David made a move to put his arm around his daughter, but she pulled away.

‘Sweetheart, these ladies want to help you. You’re not in trouble at all. They just need to understand a bit about where you’ve been and how you got here.’

Natasha’s eyes flicked from Becky to Charley and back again. For a moment, Becky thought she was going to tell them something – something important. But David reached out to touch her again and the spell was broken. She put both hands on the seat of the swing and pushed herself off, turning to her father.

The low tone of Tasha’s voice seemed to echo around the quiet garden.

‘I told you not to call the police. You should have listened to me.’

As the girl turned and walked towards the house, Becky raised her hand and rubbed away the tingling sensation at the back of her neck.
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Emma looked in the cloakroom mirror and was dismayed by the pallid, blotchy face that stared back at her. What a mess they all were. David had looked even more ravaged by emotion since Tasha’s behaviour in the garden. Two deep lines were carved into his cheeks, and his eyes were bloodshot and puffy. Poor David. She knew he must be alternating between the delight of having his daughter back and the agony of her rejection, but Emma had no idea how to help. She was failing them.

Even Ollie was affected. He was fascinated by his new sister, but the constant feeling that they were all on the edge of a precipice was changing her placid, happy son into a slightly fractious baby. He cried more readily and seemed too conscious of Emma’s own distress.

After the police had left earlier, gaining nothing but a DNA sample from Tasha, Emma had tried to do all the right things. She had nipped out, taking Ollie with her, to buy some new clothes for her stepdaughter, trying to think what girls of that age liked to wear. She was going to play it safe with skinny jeans and baggy T-shirts until maybe Tasha could come with her to choose for herself.

When she took them up to Tasha – once more isolated in her room – she had tried to talk to her about the clothes she had chosen, and how they could go shopping together in the future. Nothing elicited a response and Emma wondered if maybe the girl resented Emma’s intrusion into their lives. In Tasha’s eyes, this was Caroline’s house, not Emma’s.

She had sat down on the side of the bed, but Tasha had immediately swung her legs over to the other side, her back to Emma.

‘I know it must seem strange, Tasha, finding me in this house, married to your dad. But we didn’t get together until a long time after your mum died.’

In spite of the fact that she had shown no interest in what Emma was saying, Tasha hadn’t rushed from the room, so Emma kept talking, hoping she could break down some barriers.

‘I met your dad through my fiancé,’ she had told Tasha. ‘He was doing some work for your dad’s company, and we went to a few charity events together. Your mum was there too. She was very beautiful, Tasha. I really liked her. We nearly always found that we were at the same table, and we had some good times together. She talked about you a lot, told me that you were the best thing that had ever happened to her.’

Emma risked a glance at Tasha. Her back was rigid. She was listening, though.

‘I didn’t know about the accident for a long time. My fiancé and I had split up, and I took myself off to stay with my dad in Australia. I didn’t want to know about anything or anybody for quite a while. When I came back to Manchester, there was an article about you in the paper. It was a year to the day that you had disappeared and your dad was making another plea to people to try to find you. I got in touch to offer him my sympathy. He tried so hard to find you, you know. He was shattered, Tasha.’

That was the wrong thing to say. Tasha hadn’t turned round, but her voice was harsh, as if the words were being dragged from deep inside her.

‘You really don’t know, do you? You actually believe what you’re saying.’

Emma was shocked. Every word of her story was true. She tried to interrupt, but Tasha shook her head.

‘Whatever happens next, it’s his fault. You need to remember that.’

What did she mean? Tasha had refused to say.

That was three hours ago, and now they felt like a family divided. David was in their rarely used sitting room, Emma and Ollie were in the kitchen, and Tasha had barricaded herself back in her room.

Emma’s profound sense of failure was compounded by her own feelings about this stranger who had exploded into their lives. All she wanted was to return to the peace and harmony she had known just days before, and she hated herself for the thought.

She took a deep, shuddering breath and blinked away the burning sensation at the back of her eyes. She wasn’t going to cry. Ollie couldn’t see her upset again – it wasn’t fair on him. She picked her baby up from where he was playing on the floor, ignoring his disgruntled ‘Ay’, and hugged his warm little body to her, hiding her red eyes by holding his head close to her chest.

She took him into the sitting room at the front of the house, quickly wiping the heel of her hand across her cheeks. She could hold on for a moment longer. But when she saw David sitting on the sofa, staring at the wall, her forced composure nearly shattered. He looked round hopefully, but seeing his wife and baby, he turned back, disappointed. She understood. She knew with all her heart that it wasn’t a lack of love for them, it was simply that – more than anything – he wanted his daughter to come to him.

She put Ollie on the rug, knowing he would crawl to David. Perhaps time with his son would help, and Emma knew she had to be alone for a moment, to let the lid off all the emotion she was bottling up inside her.

Without a word, she turned and left the room, holding her breath until she reached the sanctuary of their bedroom. She didn’t want Tasha to see her distress any more than she wanted Ollie to, although the girl’s bedroom door was still shut.

She walked into the bedroom and closed the door, biting back a sob. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she pulled open her bedside table drawer, groping for her tissues. They weren’t there.

Emma wiped her tears on a corner of the duvet, and peered in to the drawer. The tissues were there – but they were on far side of the drawer, not next to the bed where Emma always kept them.

That’s funny, she thought, her tears forgotten.

She stood up and walked over to the dressing table, pulling out the top drawer. The contents were as messy as usual – but she could see instantly that this wasn’t her mess. David always said he didn’t know how she ever found anything in the jumble of unused lipsticks, eyeshadows and facecreams, and yet she always knew exactly where everything was. Nothing seemed to be missing, but there was no doubt everything in this drawer had been moved.

She opened each of the other drawers in turn. Every one was the same. Nothing obvious had been taken, but every item had been touched, moved, examined. And then replaced.

It could only have been one person, and Emma had no idea what to do about it.

Who was this child? What had she become?
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By the end of the day, Tom’s head was spinning. It had been his unpleasant – but necessary – task to attend the post mortem and he had not been at all surprised that the pathologist had found signs of sexual trauma, but no semen. Sadly, because of the state of the body, it wasn’t clear whether the sexual activity had taken place around the time of her death, or in the days leading up to it. There were plenty of used condoms in the nearby tunnel, but who knew whether any would turn out to be relevant to the girl’s death.

She still hadn’t been identified, and the list of candidates was growing since Philippa’s news bulletin that morning. It seemed Becky might have been right about the cause of death being hypothermia, though.

‘It’s always somewhat problematic to identify hypothermia as the definite cause of death,’ the pathologist had said. ‘But I’ve ruled out just about everything else. We won’t be certain until the toxicology results are in, of course. The fact that her anorak was thrown to one side and the front of her nightdress ripped does support this theory. I’m assuming this was a case of paradoxical undressing – very common with hypothermia deaths.’

Tom wasn’t so sure about the pathologist’s explanation. He had come across this rather bizarre effect of hypothermia before, where the victims feel as though they are burning up and remove their clothes, but there was an equally plausible theory.

‘Isn’t it just as likely that she was drugged, raped, had her clothes ripped and was left for dead? And the cold got her in the end?’ he had asked.

‘It’s possible, yes, but let’s wait and see and not make any final decisions until we get the tox results. She may have injected the ketamine herself, and we still don’t have an answer to that.’

Fortunately, suicide was very rare for children of this age in England, and yet they couldn’t rule it out. It appeared this girl had left home without, as far as they could tell, any money or clothes, suggesting she had either been taken from her bed by somebody – maybe under duress – or she had run away of her own volition in the middle of the night.

Becky had contacted the child sexual exploitation team to see if they had any information that might relate to the girl, but Tom couldn’t shake the thought that somebody had dressed her in that white nightie. He struggled to believe she had chosen to wear something so old-fashioned herself.

He was about to pack up his files and turn off his computer when Becky herself appeared in his open doorway.

‘Time for a quick catch-up?’ she asked, walking in and sitting down in anticipation of his answer. ‘Natasha Joseph – she’s saying nothing, and her attitude to the police is not good. Having said that, there was one point when I thought we might be getting through to her. But it was a fleeting moment. We have no idea where she’s been or how she got back.’

‘What options have you considered?’ he asked.

‘Given that we are getting nothing from her right now, I think we need to go back to the accident.’

Tom nodded. ‘Agreed. Go on.’

‘Okay. I’ve been over the reports several times, and it seems that Caroline Joseph steered the car across to the other side of the road. There was no sign of a skid until after she came back down from the bank. Why would she steer to the other side of the road?’

‘I can only think of two reasons,’ Tom said. ‘Either she was avoiding something – maybe an animal on the road – or she was distracted. We know she received a call on her mobile seconds before the crash, so maybe she lost concentration. Unfortunately, the call was from an unregistered mobile, so we don’t know who she was speaking to, but whatever happened, the car ended up upside down.’

Becky nodded. ‘Everybody has always assumed Natasha climbed out of the car and ran off, frightened by what had happened. They thought she must have been lying dead in a ditch somewhere, or fallen down some unknown pothole, crawled into a disused shed, whatever. The view was that everywhere possible had been searched, but there’s no such thing as one hundred per cent coverage. So now we know she wasn’t lying in a ditch somewhere, we have to assume that somebody took her in. Maybe somebody who wanted a child – and apparently she was a beautiful little girl – found her, and kept her. They would have had to hide her – because there’s no doubt at all that they would have known who she was, given the media coverage.’

‘What about abduction from the scene?’ Tom asked.

Becky leaned back and dragged a strand of her dark hair across her face, twisting it around her finger. For a moment, Tom thought she was going to put it in her mouth, the way his daughter Lucy did when she was thinking. Becky must have caught his amused glance, because she dropped the hair and leaned forwards again.

‘I wish I knew, but it seems highly unlikely that somebody wanting a child so much would just happen to be driving past on that particular road at precisely the right moment. The whole situation is extraordinary. The only other thing I wondered is whether Natasha witnessed something that had happened. Maybe some drunk caused the accident, and, fearing that the child might be able to give evidence, they thought the best thing would be to take her. If they were really drunk, that might have made sense.’

‘It’s as plausible as any other scenario at the moment. What ideas do you have about why she’s back now?’

‘Maybe as a young child she couldn’t remember where she lived. Maybe something reminded her, gave her back the memory of her home. Perhaps she thumbed a lift, but it’s an isolated spot, so there wouldn’t be much in the way of traffic.’

‘Or then again, maybe somebody brought her back – her appeal had gone.’

‘Possibly. That might make more sense, given that she’s rejecting her family. If she’d chosen to come back, why the hostility?’

‘Because she feels as if she doesn’t belong? She’s a stranger to them, and them to her. Perhaps she’s not rejecting them. Perhaps she’s scared of being rejected. The only person who’s going to be able to tell us is Natasha. And she’s saying nothing.’

*

Leo’s car wasn’t in the drive when Tom got home, but he didn’t think she would be far behind him. For the second night running, he hadn’t felt like cooking and she had agreed to pick up the one takeaway that he loved. Fish and chips.

He had been in the house for about twenty minutes when he heard the front door slam. He walked into the hall towards where Leo was shrugging off her coat.

‘Bloody raining again,’ she muttered, hanging the wet jacket on a hook. She turned and gave Tom a dazzling smile, holding up a white carrier bag from which steam seemed to be emanating.

He pulled her to him and felt one arm travel up and round his shoulders, holding the nape of his neck and pulling his mouth towards hers. He could feel every inch of her body pressed against his, and was about to relegate the thought of food to the bottom of his list of priorities when Leo pushed back slightly, nipping his bottom lip gently with her teeth.

‘Food first. Come on. Nothing worse than soggy cold chips.’

Tom groaned. ‘You’re a hard woman, Leo Harris.’ She raised her eyebrows and looked at him, saying nothing. He grabbed the bag of fish and chips and led the way into the kitchen.

Not bad, Tom thought as he greedily devoured a piece of crispy battered haddock, although in his mind the flavour had never been quite the same since the days when everything was cooked in dripping. One of the tastes of his childhood. An image of Jack leaped into his mind. Fish and chips had been his favourite meal, and the one thing guaranteed to bring him out of his bedroom.

‘You’re miles away, Tom. Are you worrying about work?’ Leo asked.

Tom smiled. ‘No, it’s the food – fish and chips bring back a lot of memories of when Jack and I were kids. It was the one meal we were allowed to eat on our knees when Blake’s 7 was on the TV. We were both addicted.’

‘To the chips, or to Blake’s 7?’

‘Both,’ Tom answered with a smile.

‘You’ve never talked about Jack much, you know,’ Leo said. ‘You might not want to talk about how you felt when he died but as I’ve been helping with the papers, can you at least tell me how he first got started in the world of computer security?’

Tom took a sip of his wine. Having spent years trying to avoid talking about Jack, his nerdy brother, it was a difficult habit to break.

‘It’s hard to know where to start, really. He was a bit of a law unto himself, but once he was bitten by the computer bug, he became a gaming fanatic whose only desire was to hack the code to find out how each game was constructed so that he could build something bigger – better. We always thought he would end up as a games programmer, but he was bored with that by the time he was sixteen. Then something happened which seemed to refocus him.’ Tom paused for a moment, remembering the day that everything seemed to change. ‘He knew this kid from school – quite how he knew anybody from the odd day or two that he bothered turning up for lessons by that point, I don’t know. I think the lad’s name was Ethan – that’s it, Ethan Bentley. Jack used to call him Posh Guy because he had the same name as a posh car, and, unlike the rest of the kids at our school, he had a wealthy dad who ran a rather dodgy hotel – called Bentley’s, obviously.’

‘Dodgy?’ Leo asked.

‘Everybody knew about Bentley’s. They didn’t exactly rent rooms by the hour, but it was certainly the favourite hotel for the great and the good of Manchester when they were having an affair, or just fancied something a bit different.’

Leo screwed her face up in distaste as Tom continued.

‘I think Mr Bentley procured various services that nobody would want to be caught acquiring for themselves, if you get my drift. Ethan came to see Jack – told him that somebody had hacked into his dad’s computer system and accessed customer records. Fortunately, the hacker had only managed to get one or two bits of information, but he was blackmailing the dad – asking for money – said he would reveal the names to the press. So Ethan had a word with Jack, who went in and made Bentley’s computer network watertight. Jack said it was a doddle. Ethan’s dad told all his top customers that he could now guarantee their privacy thanks to his wonderfully secure system, and then a few of them contacted Jack to request his services. He went from strength to strength. Ethan, or Posh Guy, was always round at our house after that.’

‘You scowled when you said that, you know. Didn’t you like him?’

‘He was pretty vile to me – told me to fuck off if I ever went into Jack’s room when he was there.’

‘Charming. What did Jack do?’

‘Confrontation wasn’t his thing. He just looked a bit sheepish as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t. He used to mutter, “See you later, little brother,” or something to take the edge off it.’

‘Oh well, in spite of keeping such bad company, Jack certainly made good – with knobs on.’

Tom was quiet. This was probably the moment when he should have told Leo about the file on the SD card, and the fact that it was password protected. Not to mention the other fact – that the filename was Jack’s hacker alias. But he couldn’t. Not yet, at least. He knew she would push him to check it out, and he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to.
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Day Three

The kitchen seemed a cold place to Emma the next morning. She and David had had a row before he left for work and since then the warmth had seeped from her bones. She couldn’t remember them ever falling out in all the time they had known each other. Theirs was a marriage without turbulence or stress, and they had both eagerly welcomed the peace of an undemanding relationship.

Last night they had held each other tightly and she had listened as David talked about how he felt.

‘Every time I look at Tasha I see Caroline, and the guilt comes rushing back,’ he’d said.

Nobody could have known what would happen to Caroline and Natasha that night, and Emma had spent years trying to convince David that life was a series of coincidences – some good, some bad. A split-second decision to go a different way home could result in a person meeting the love of their life, or tripping over a kerbstone and ending up in hospital. Life was made up of these alternative paths, and on the night in question David had made the decision not go with his family for valid reasons. Now, it seemed he was questioning that decision all over again.

As they had lain whispering in the dark room, Emma had tenderly stroked David’s hair in a way she knew he loved. He was beginning to relax into sleep when Emma felt her body tense. She’d heard something.

David muttered, but she had stroked his hair again, murmuring ‘Shh’ against his ear as he drifted off.

The open doorway was lit by a faint glow from the nightlight on the landing and Emma watched the space, mesmerised. Nothing. But still she watched, holding her breath.

She counted. If she saw nothing after she had counted to ten, she would relax. She reached ten, and there was still nothing. She counted again.

David snored softly against her shoulder, but Emma was on her side, facing the door. And then she saw it.

Soundlessly, a shadow, backlit by the nightlight, came to stand in the open doorway. It took first one step and then another into the room.

Despite the baggy pyjamas, Emma recognised the slender figure of her stepdaughter. She could hear her own pulse, pounding on the pillow, but for some reason she waited.

Tasha took another step and Emma could just make out the whites of the girl’s eyes, firmly focused on David’s back. Finally Emma spoke, her voice sounding unnecessarily loud in the silent bedroom.

‘What do you want, Natasha?’

The girl stood still for a second, then turned and walked calmly from the room without saying another word.

Emma leaped out of bed and rushed to fetch Ollie. He could sleep in their bed tonight. She wanted her family together, in one room.

When David had woken up this morning and found Ollie with them, he had accused her of being ridiculous.

‘You’re neurotic – do you know that? I appreciate she’s not your child, but she’s mine and I love her. All I ask is that you respect that and don’t treat her like some alien in our midst. So what if she came into our room. When Ollie’s thirteen, will you be frightened if he wanders into our room in the middle of the night for something? No, I thought not. You’d assume he’d had a bad dream, or wasn’t feeling well. Did you even ask?’

Emma felt a rush of guilt. But it hadn’t been like that. Natasha had advanced into the room. But how could she explain? David didn’t give her the chance.

‘Keep an eye on her for me today, Emma. I don’t want to lose her again. And don’t drive her away.’

What did he think she was going to do – throw Tasha out while he was at work? But some of what he said rang disturbingly true. Perhaps she was being neurotic. Perhaps she did resent the girl for upsetting her peaceful life.

She groaned and rubbed her tired eyes. Ollie was silently watching her from his high chair. She didn’t think he had ever seen her sad until this week.

Emma heard footsteps on the oak boards in the hall and quickly rearranged her expression into a neutral one. In the reflection from the window she saw the kitchen door opening. Natasha stepped into the room and just stood there. Emma could only think how difficult it must be for this poor child to walk into a room in a house that didn’t yet feel like her home.

‘Morning, Tasha,’ Emma said, forcing a happy tone into her voice, busying herself with Ollie so that she didn’t have to look at her stepdaughter.

‘Where’s …’ It was clear to Emma that Natasha didn’t know what to say. She had yet to bring herself to call David ‘Dad’ and although she could see it hurt him, he’d told her she could call him David if she was more comfortable with that. It seemed, though, that this had left her not knowing what to call him.

‘Where’s your dad?’ Emma supplied helpfully. ‘He thought it was time he went back to work. He came to tell you this morning, but you were fast asleep and he didn’t want to disturb you. He’s only going to work until lunch, though. He’ll be home in a couple of hours to eat with us. Is there anything you’d like to do this morning?’

Emma finally looked properly at Natasha, who shook her head.

‘Right – breakfast. Do you want to make the toast, or help Ollie with his yoghurt? He likes to use his spoon, but most of it goes all over his face.’

Ollie was beaming at Natasha. ‘Ay, Tassa,’ he shouted and laughed, pointing his spoon at her.

Emma watched Natasha’s face closely. She stared at Ollie and for a moment her customary frown smoothed out. But then it was as if she pulled herself together and with a determined walk she went over to the bread bin and slotted two slices of granary loaf into the toaster, her back to a disappointed Ollie. It was clear that Ollie had taken to his sister, despite the fact that she was ignoring him and was watching the toaster as though it could offer more interest than anything or anybody else in the room.

Emma fed Ollie the last of his yoghurt, wiped his face, and put him on the floor. He set off at a fast crawl, straight to Natasha. He grabbed her leg and started to pull himself up. He was so close to walking now.

Emma watched carefully. She saw Natasha glance down and smile fleetingly before munching on the toast, her back still to the room.

‘Tassa,’ Ollie said, pulling on the girl’s jeans and looking up at her. He wrapped his arms round her leg and put his face against her calf. ‘Ahhh,’ he said, as if she was hurt and he was hugging her better.

What can Ollie see that I can’t? Emma wondered. Have I been too hard on the girl? She saw Tasha look down again with an expression she couldn’t read. Then she saw the girl close her eyes and give a tiny shake of the head before she turned back to her toast, ignoring her little brother.

‘Come on, Ollie, let’s get that nappy changed and get you dressed,’ Emma said, scooping Ollie off the floor and ignoring his disgruntled shout. ‘Do you want to come, Tasha? He puts up quite a fight.’

Natasha didn’t turn round, but Emma could see her head shaking.

She felt sorely tempted to say to her, ‘Can you answer me, please,’ if only to take a small chunk out of the barrier that the child had erected, but she knew David would be furious. She didn’t know whether her irritation was natural, or whether it was because she was only the girl’s stepmother. Perhaps if Tasha was her own child she would feel differently about this rudeness.

‘Help yourself to more toast, then, if you’re not coming with us. We’ll only be ten minutes.’ Emma could hear the false jovial tones in her voice and knew with every bit of common sense that she possessed that this was wrong. She should just be herself.

She pulled the door closed behind her, but not before she had seen Natasha watching her, her thin body tense, her eyes flicking nervously between Emma and the clock on the wall. Was this a sign that she was anxious for David to be home? Or was she working out how long they had to be alone? Emma felt a cold prickling down her spine.

‘Mummy’s being ridiculous,’ she whispered to Ollie as she carried him out of the room.

*

Natasha stood in the kitchen, listening to Emma’s soft footfalls as she walked upstairs. She could hear her singing quietly to Ollie as he shouted encouragement.

She hadn’t missed the look that Emma had given her as she had gone out of the door and hoped her own face hadn’t given too much away.

She glanced out of the window. This had worked out better than she thought. Was it time yet?

Natasha was nervous. It had all seemed so simple, but suddenly it didn’t any longer. Suddenly it felt huge, as if a massive truck was hurtling towards her and she couldn’t get out of the way.

She had been so confident, so sure she could do this. But now?

Then she thought of why: why she had believed it would be easy; why it was the right thing. And she thought of the alternative. Her nerves calmed a little.

She looked at the clock again.

Tasha knew Emma was perfectly capable of changing Ollie’s nappy in a matter of minutes, but as he had just finished breakfast and was still in his pyjamas, there would be the battle of getting him dressed. She also suspected Emma might take as long as possible to avoid having to spend too much time down here. With her.

That was good, wasn’t it? It was much better if Emma hated her.

Was the time right?

She tiptoed over to the door and pulled it ajar slightly. From upstairs she could hear Ollie’s shouts of protest, and Emma’s gentle laugh. Somehow Natasha knew that Emma would be tickling her son’s tummy.

She closed the door quietly and checked the clock for the final time.

Her arms stiff by her sides, she clenched her fists.

‘You can do this,’ she muttered. ‘You can do this.’
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Since the appeal had gone live for information about the young girl whose body had been found in the woods, Becky and her team had been inundated with calls from people who claimed some girl they knew hadn’t been seen for a few days. Despite the level of detail about age, ethnicity and hair colour, further investigation almost always revealed that the child they were referring to was black, or seventeen – or in one case was even a boy. Unfortunately, if a child really was missing it had to be checked out – not to help solve this case, but because another child might be at risk. Inevitably, the vast majority of calls turned into a wild goose chase.

‘It’s not a bloody game,’ Becky muttered, to nobody in particular. The trouble was that they couldn’t issue a photo – it would be too disturbing. They were hoping to get the DNA results for Amy Davidson back soon – even if only to rule her out – but this list of possible candidates was sadly growing longer with each call they received.

The one thing they had been able to do, though, was circulate photos of Natasha Joseph around the local forces, in case she had appeared on anybody’s radar. They still needed to know what had happened to her, and where she had been. For once, it seemed there was some news.

‘I think we’ve got a real lead this time.’ Nic Havers was waving a piece of paper at Becky, looking pleased with himself. ‘Have you got a moment?

‘Course I have.’ Since joining CID, Nic had a perpetual smile on his face, and to Becky he looked like an overgrown puppy with the most enormous feet and the eager face of a child at Christmas.

‘I’ve been speaking to British Transport Police,’ Nic said. ‘They think they have Natasha on camera. In fact, they’ve been looking for her, waiting until the next time she steps on one of their trains to keep an eye on her – possibly arrest her.’

Becky looked surprised.

‘What do they think she’s done?’

‘They want to come in and talk to us about it.’

‘Well done, Nic. I’ll give DCI Douglas a call to see if he wants to join us. When are they coming?’

‘Now, apparently.’

Becky raised her eyebrows in surprise and reached for the phone.

*

As she waited for Tom and British Transport Police to arrive, Becky walked across the incident room to have a word with Charley.

‘Now you’ve had a bit of time to think about it, what’s your take on Natasha, Charley?’

The young detective chewed her bottom lip and gave a small shake of the head.

‘I think she’s confused. She probably felt secure with the people she’s been living with. However they treated her, that’s what she now considers to be the norm. My guess is that she would prefer right now to be back where she understands the rules.’

‘You mean she could be suffering from a kind of Stockholm syndrome – you know, a younger version of Patty Hearst?’ Becky asked. ‘I’m not old enough to have been around at the time, but Hearst was kidnapped in her late teens. Within a few weeks of her abduction she joined her kidnappers and even took part in a bank raid with them. So if just weeks of mind control, imprisonment and abuse made a nineteen-year-old feel she belonged with her captors, what impact could six years of that life have on a child as young as Tasha?’

Charley’s look of revulsion at the idea didn’t escape Becky. She clearly had a lot to learn. Expect the worst and be surprised if it’s not as bad as you think was Becky’s motto. That way people ceased to have the ability to shock and appal you.

Becky’s thoughts were interrupted as the door to the incident room opened and two men in British Transport Police uniform entered. Both well over six feet tall; one of them had shoulders like an American footballer and a face to match, with a squashed nose and a wide forehead. Becky didn’t think she would like to argue with him about non-payment of her train fare.

Tom Douglas was right behind them, and she walked across to meet her visitors.

Once the formalities had been completed, the big burly policeman, who had introduced himself as PC Mark Heywood, asked if he could use Becky’s computer to access the CCTV footage he had uploaded. It took no more than a few seconds for Heywood to pull up a grainy picture. He clicked the play icon.

The sequence lasted a few seconds.

Tasha, Becky thought. A young girl with fair hair wearing a dark duffle coat was walking through the train. A dark-haired lad who looked to be in his mid-teens was walking towards her and stood to one side to let her pass. She glanced at him with a half smile, but didn’t speak and walked on, out of shot.

‘Is that your girl?’ Heywood asked Becky.

‘Yes. I’m as certain as I can be from this video that the girl is Natasha Joseph. But why have you got this footage?’

‘We’d been alerted to something going on on routes to the north of the city, so we pulled in the CCTV from the trains for the relevant period. That’s where we found your girl.’

‘When was this, and what’s she done?’ Tom asked.

‘She boarded a train to Leeds at Manchester Victoria a couple of weeks ago. She got off at Boswell Bridge – we can show you that.’ He clicked again. It was a view of a small, provincial-looking station. Natasha was standing on the platform talking to a slightly older lad and she pulled off her backpack and put it down on the bench. A few minutes later she walked away and the boy picked up the backpack, disappearing in the opposite direction.

Becky knew exactly what this was and didn’t really need to ask.

‘Drugs?’ she said.

The policeman slowly nodded his head.
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When she was pregnant Emma hadn’t wanted to know whether she was having a boy or a girl, so had decorated Ollie’s nursery in a pale sage green and bought a wonderful huge tree stencil to paint in white on one wall. It was a warm and cosy room, and Emma was loath to leave it and venture back into the chilly atmosphere downstairs.

The addition of a window seat in the room had been inspired, and she spent a lot of time sitting there with Ollie, pointing out the birds, the trees and the occasional aeroplane, but her favourite chair was the wingback recliner that she had bought for when she was feeding Ollie in the middle of the night. It was so comfortable that she had often pulled a throw over herself after feeding him and had fallen asleep there.

Hiding up here was ridiculous, though.

‘Come on, little man, we’re all done.’ Emma pulled Ollie’s last sock on and gazed at her son for a moment. Ollie still felt a bit hot and seemed tetchy and unsettled. She had to find a way to get back to some sort of normality for her son’s sake.

With a sigh, she picked him up and made her way downstairs, mentally rehearsing her tone of voice and how to be non-confrontational with Natasha.

‘Okay – I’m going to make a cake. Would you like to help?’ she said in a jolly voice as she pushed open the kitchen door.

She smiled at Ollie. ‘Are you going to help your sister and me make a cake, Ollie?’

Emma walked towards the table, expecting to see Natasha sitting there, eating her breakfast. She looked over her shoulder to the other end of the room.

She stopped dead and turned round. The kitchen was empty.

Natasha had gone.

*

‘Oh God, where is she?’ Emma whispered to herself, trying to hide her anxiety from Ollie, who was resting on one hip as Emma made a tour of the downstairs rooms.

‘She must be upstairs. Must have gone up while I was dressing you, Ollie.’ Emma tried to rush up the stairs, but carting Ollie’s eleven kilos around was beginning to take its toll.

She pushed open the door to Natasha’s room. ‘Tasha,’ she shouted, her breath catching. ‘Are you there, love?’

No answer. But on Natasha’s past performance that meant nothing, so she was going to have to look. She dashed around all the upstairs rooms – even checking her and David’s en suite bathroom and walk-in wardrobe. There wasn’t a sign.

‘Where are you, Natasha,’ she muttered, taking the stairs down as quickly as she could without putting Ollie at risk.

She checked the places she hadn’t thought to look in downstairs – the cloakroom and even the understairs cupboard. But Natasha wasn’t here. She wasn’t in the house.

‘Shit,’ she muttered, glancing worriedly at Ollie. But he was too bewildered by all the rushing around to pick up on anything she said. Poor baby.

She hurried into the kitchen and looked out at the garden. It was empty of all but the builders’ rubble.

Grasping the handle to the back door, she jerked the buggy from the porch into the kitchen and pushed Ollie into it.

‘We’re going to have to go and look for her, sweetheart. Okay?’

‘Kay,’ Ollie smiled. He didn’t know what was going on, but he sensed excitement of some sort.

Leaving him where he was, Emma went into the back porch to grab her red fleece. It wasn’t there.

‘What the hell have I done with it?’ she said. She grabbed David’s dark-grey gardening fleece with the paint stains and holes in, and a blanket to put over Ollie. Shoving her feet into a pair of wellingtons, she went back into the kitchen and tucked the blanket around her son.

‘Stay under there, poppet. We’re not going to be out for long.’

Kicking the door wide with the heel of her left foot, she manoeuvred Ollie through the porch and down the back steps.

Running as fast as she could, she made her way along the side path by the impenetrable high hedge that bordered a narrow track into the fields beyond. They were halfway along the path when she heard a voice from the far side of the hedge. She heard four words.

‘It wasn’t my fault.’

She stopped to listen. It was Tasha’s voice. She desperately wanted to hear what else was said, but Ollie heard the voice too.

‘Ay, ay, Tassa,’ he called at the top of his little voice.

The talking stopped, and Emma started to run. She wanted to know who the hell was with Tasha. She raced along the path, Ollie bumping up and down in his buggy. But as she reached the side gate, Natasha came into view wearing Emma’s fleece, her face red, her eyes shining – but whether from anger or unshed tears, Emma couldn’t tell.

‘Who were you talking to, Natasha?’ she asked, trying to keep her tone as level as possible.

‘What?’ Natasha answered rudely, avoiding Emma’s eyes. ‘You must be hearing things.’

Emma left Ollie in his buggy and walked towards Natasha, aiming to get past her to check for herself. But Natasha leaned back against the gate, both elbows resting nonchalantly on the top.

‘Move,’ Emma said. Natasha’s mouth settled into a hard line and she shook her head.

‘Move, Natasha,’ Emma repeated. The girl stared defiantly back at her.

Pushing Ollie to one side, where she could keep him in view, Emma ran along the path at the front of the house, down the drive and through the gate, never letting Ollie out of her sight. By the time she was in the lane, it was empty. There was nobody there.

She heard a mirthless laugh behind her.

‘Come on, Ollie,’ Natasha said, grabbing the buggy and turning it back towards the house. ‘Let’s go in.’

‘Leave him!’ Emma shouted. ‘Don’t touch him.’

Emma stopped dead. Why had she said that? She didn’t know, she didn’t care. But all of a sudden, she didn’t want Natasha to be alone with her baby.
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‘Why did you let her out of your sight? You know how vulnerable she is right now. What were you thinking?’ David was pacing the kitchen floor, one hand repeatedly scraping the hair back off his forehead.

‘For God’s sake, David, she’s thirteen years old. She’s not a small child who’s going to wander out onto a busy road, and I would have thought the last thing she would want is to be treated like a prisoner. We don’t know how she’s been treated in the past, but that would seem to me to be counterproductive if we want to bring her into this family.’

‘What do you mean, if we want to bring her into this family. She is in this family.’ David had stopped pacing and was glaring at Emma. She silently cursed herself.

‘Sorry. That was a bad choice of words. Of course she’s part of this family, but I meant that if we want her to accept that she’s part of this family.’

‘Well maybe if you stopped treating her like a stranger it would help,’ he said, his voice petulant.

Emma was about to launch into her own defence when her frustration evaporated. Irritating and irrational as David was being, she couldn’t imagine how he must feel at the moment. And she couldn’t in all honesty ignore her own negative feelings – however fleeting – about her stepdaughter.

She took two steps towards him and reached out her hand for his.

‘Let’s stop this, and we should try to keep our voices down. Ollie’s asleep,’ she said, turning to look at her son. ‘He was so upset by all the shouting. It’s taken nearly the full hour since I phoned you to get him settled.’ To Emma, even in sleep Ollie looked fretful. He kept moving his head from side to side, and his cheeks were so red. She needed to calm everything down for his sake, if nobody else’s.

‘The important thing is that Tasha came back,’ Emma said, squeezing David’s hand gently. ‘She said she wanted a bit of fresh air and so she’d gone for a walk down the lane.’

‘You said she was talking to somebody. What if the people that took her had grabbed her again? What then?’ David said. Emma could feel a slight tremor run through his body, and she gently pulled him towards her and put her arms around his waist.

‘That’s exactly why I ran after her,’ she said. ‘Look, I’ve thought about this a lot. Somebody must have brought her back.’ She paused at his impatient look but made herself go on. ‘Think about it. How could she have got here on her own? That afternoon when she appeared in the kitchen, she wasn’t wet. It hadn’t stopped raining all day, so she can’t have walked here. I really think they must have decided to let her go, for reasons that we don’t understand yet, but we will. And yes, I did think I heard her talking to someone out in the lane but I wasn’t fast enough to see who it was, and I could have been wrong.’

She pulled David closer and he rested his cheek against hers. ‘There’s so much we don’t understand. Why won’t she talk to us? She’s my daughter.’

As Emma searched for some words of comfort, their momentary silence was interrupted by the strident peal of the front door bell. She glanced at David and raised her eyebrows in question.

‘I’ll get it,’ he said. ‘And I’ll get rid of whoever it is.’ He smiled at her – the first normal smile she had seen in days - and she felt a layer of anxiety fade away. But it did nothing to eradicate the underlying fear that had no name – the one she couldn’t even voice to her husband.

She could hear David’s footsteps coming back along the hall and could immediately tell that he wasn’t alone.

The door opened. ‘It’s the police,’ David said, ushering Becky Robinson and Charlotte Hughes into the room. ‘They want to talk to Tasha again.’

*

Becky sensed a slight change in atmosphere when she entered the Josephs’ kitchen. Emma and David appeared more in control, no longer reeling from events. She felt sure she was about to disrupt their fragile peace.

‘Inspector Robinson, what can we do for you?’ Emma asked, a puzzled expression on her face.

‘I’m sorry that we have to disturb you. I know we promised to leave you alone for a couple of days, but something’s come up with regard to Natasha, and we need to bring you up to speed. And please – call me Becky. This is Charley. It will probably make Natasha more comfortable if we drop the formality.’

‘Do you mind if we go into the other room,’ Emma said. She nodded her head towards Ollie, and Becky smiled at his cute face. Babies were at their most adorable when they were asleep, as far as she was concerned.

‘Of course. Is there somewhere with a table?’ she asked.

David led the way into a formal dining room that Becky hadn’t seen before. She couldn’t imagine it was used much, given they had such a huge table in the kitchen cum living room, but maybe the less friendly environment would suit her purposes.

David indicated that they should all sit down and slowly, with as much detail as possible, Becky explained what they had seen on the CCTV on the train and at the station and the conclusions they had drawn.

‘Are you sure it was Tasha?’ David asked.

‘Yes, we are – although of course we’d like your confirmation.’

Becky opened her briefcase and took out four large still images, grabbed from the footage. They were the best shots of Natasha’s face and body.

David looked at the images, and then up at Becky. He didn’t need to confirm anything – his face said it all.

‘But I don’t understand why you’ve assumed this has anything to do with drugs. You’ve got a thirteen-year-old girl on a train – something I expect lots of kids do to get to school – and she gets off and talks to somebody and forgets her backpack. Why drugs?’

Becky decided not to comment on the fact that they had no evidence to suggest Natasha had ever attended any school – travelling by train or otherwise.

‘Well, I don’t want to scare you – but initially British Transport Police thought it was either drugs or guns. We’re now reasonably certain it’s drugs because of where she was going and the station she got off at. They’ve been monitoring that line for a while, and the pattern’s been consistent. The trouble is, they don’t want to arrest the kids – they’re no use to them really. They want the bastards who are controlling the kids, and that’s a bit harder to achieve.’ Becky looked at the faces opposite and saw nothing but confusion. They deserved an explanation.

‘Somebody will have been using her as a runner – maybe regularly, maybe only this once, we don’t know. Kids like Natasha are used as mules – but it doesn’t mean that she was managing any kind of drugs operation herself. It does suggest, however, that wherever she’s been living there was an association with gangs or maybe an organised crime group.’

David’s skin had turned pale and waxy. ‘Why would these gangs use kids to do this? Tasha only turned thirteen a couple of weeks ago.’

‘They need to be creative, it’s too easy for us to catch them otherwise. Look, we’re trying to track down the boy she left the backpack with, and I’m confident we will. Then we should know more.’

Becky saw David’s expression. Images of the life his daughter had led, a life he had failed to protect her from, must be haunting him.

‘Can we talk to Natasha now, do you think? Of course this sadly means she is a suspect in a crime, so you should stay, David.’

Emma stood up.

‘I’ll tell Tasha to come down and then I’ll go and sit with Ollie. I’ll leave you to it.’

David’s arm shot out and he grabbed Emma’s hand in his.

‘No, Em. It’s time Tasha started to see us as a unit – we’re both supporting her, and we’re on the same side. If Ollie’s awake that’s fine too.’ Becky saw the doubt in Emma’s eyes, as did David it seemed. ‘Please, Em?’

She gave him a smile full of such understanding and warmth that Becky felt a stab of envy.

David tried to make conversation with Charley and Becky while they waited. He was clearly distracted, listening for signs of his family coming downstairs, but none of them heard Natasha enter the room. She was so slight that, walking barefoot, she hadn’t made a sound, and then suddenly there she was, standing stony-eyed in the doorway.

For a moment, the sight of this strange girl silenced them all, but the trance was broken as they heard Emma approach along the hallway and she followed Natasha into the room, clutching a sleepy Ollie in her arms. He immediately leaned sideways to clutch at Natasha’s jumper, trying to attract her attention. She ignored him.

‘Sit down please, Tasha,’ David said. ‘Becky and Charley want a chat with you.’ David looked towards his wife, who was heading back towards the door. ‘Em? Are you coming?’

‘I’ll be there in a second – I’m just going to make a drink for Ollie and Tasha.’

Becky smiled and said hi to Natasha, neither expecting nor getting any response. Sitting down, Natasha pulled the sleeves of her jumper down over her hands and, head bowed, she played with the same loose thread as she had the last time they had seen her, watching more of the sleeve unravel.

Becky turned the photos of Natasha back over and pushed them across the table.

‘Can you take a look at these photos, Tasha,’ Charley said, her voice gentle.

Natasha raised her eyes to Charley’s and for a second Becky was sure she glimpsed a vulnerability, a plea for understanding, before the shutters came back down.

She lowered her head to look at the pictures, and Becky didn’t need to be a child psychologist to recognise the expression that passed over her face. Even with her head down, Becky saw Natasha’s eyes open wide for a second, the top teeth come down over the bottom lip. And now she wouldn’t meet anybody’s eyes, staring instead at a teapot in the centre of the table.

‘Do you want to tell us about this, Tasha?’ Charley asked. There was no answer.

‘What was in the bag. Can you tell me that?’ Becky continued. ‘We’re asking you to tell us the truth, Tasha.’

David spoke. ‘Tasha, can you please answer Inspector Robinson?’ Becky wasn’t sure whether her title was being used to scare Natasha or not, but it didn’t seem to have much effect. They all stayed silent, and when David looked at Becky she shook her head slightly. He got the message and resisted his obvious temptation to try to persuade his daughter to talk.

Nobody spoke for over two minutes.

‘It was books.’

‘Yes? What sort of books – novels, schoolbooks?’

‘Just books.’

‘Okay – so why did you leave the backpack?’

‘Forgot it.’

‘Did you report it lost?’

A shake of the head.

‘Whose books were they?’

‘Mine.’

‘What kind of books did you have, Tasha?’

A shrug.

‘Who was the boy at the station you were talking to? Did you know him?’

‘No.’

‘Why did you talk to him, then?’

A shrug.

‘Tasha, we know you caught the next train back. You never left the station, in fact. You arrived on one train, spoke to the boy, dumped your backpack and caught a train back fifteen minutes later. So why did you go all that way?’

‘Supposed to meet a friend.’

‘What’s the friend called?’

There was a pause. Natasha looked as if she thought about shrugging again, but seemingly realised that she should have known the name of her friend. The pause went on for quite a few seconds.

‘She’s called Serena.’

‘Does Serena have a surname?’

‘Dunno – she’s just Serena to me.’

And so it went on. Round and round in circles. They got nothing else from her. She didn’t know where this Serena lived, had no means of contacting her and, when pushed, Natasha answered, ‘She’s moved.’

Becky had one more card left to play. She reached into her briefcase and pulled out another photo.

‘Who’s this, then?’ she asked.

Natasha gave it an indifferent glance, clearly expecting to see another photo of the boy at the station. But it wasn’t. It was somebody else entirely.

The girl didn’t look up, but Becky saw her mouth open slightly and every muscle in her body went rigid. She waited, perched on the edge of her seat for no more than ten seconds. When she looked up, her face was wiped of expression.

‘I don’t know him,’ she said.

Her ability to present an impassive face was remarkable for one so young, but as far as Becky knew, nobody had the ability to control when their pupils dilated.
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‘Boh, boh, beep, beep,’ Ollie said in his singsong voice as Emma carried him upstairs for his bath and bed. He seemed wide awake at the moment, his head bobbing from side to side, as if there were a tune in his head somewhere but he hadn’t yet learned to make the right notes. Fortunately, Emma knew that as soon as she put Ollie in his cot, he would go to sleep.

And long may it continue, she thought, given that neither she nor David seemed to have had a decent night’s sleep in days.

As soon as the police had left after dropping their bombshell, David had called his daughter back downstairs to the dining room. They had tried to speak to her about the drug trafficking, but once again had failed to make any progress.

‘Tasha, nobody’s blaming you for any of this. We know that sometimes people live in environments where drugs are commonplace, and that children can be made to do things they wouldn’t do out of choice. You won’t tell us about your life over the last six years, but anything you were forced to do is absolutely not your fault. Do you understand?’

David had been calm and reasonable with Natasha, but it hadn’t helped. In the end he had decided to go back to the office to work on a report he said he had been struggling to finish. Emma didn’t believe him. He wanted to go somewhere quiet and lick his wounds. He would be back for dinner, but for a while Emma had just enjoyed spending some time playing with her baby and pretending that everything was normal. Tasha, of course, was in her room and couldn’t be tempted downstairs.

Emma laid Ollie tenderly in his cot and bent down to give him a kiss, breathing in the aroma of baby powder and nuzzling her nose against his soft skin. She sat down in her comfy chair, just looking at her son as he drifted off to sleep. This had always been her idea of bliss, watching his eyes flutter for a while until they were fully closed and he was fast asleep. But the disruption created by Natasha’s arrival had ripped that gentle peace apart. It wasn’t the child’s fault, but in spite of that – and hating herself for the thought – she wished she had stayed hidden.

The room suddenly felt hot and airless, guilt at her selfishness causing her cheeks to flush. She stood up and opened the window slightly, pulling the curtain across so that there was no danger of Ollie being in a draught.

Through the open window she could vaguely hear a voice, although she could hardly make out any words. Maybe she had left the radio on downstairs.

Then she heard one word. ‘When?’ She stayed completely still, her ears straining to hear more. There was silence for a few seconds. ‘Please – make it soon.’

Although the voice was using a pleading tone she had never heard before, there was no doubt in her mind that this wasn’t the radio. It was Natasha.

*

‘David, she was talking to somebody,’ Emma whispered into the kitchen phone, terrified that Natasha would come downstairs and hear her reporting back to David. ‘Yes, of course I’m sure. She sounded upset, but when I knocked on her door she refused to answer. I didn’t want her to know that I’d heard her, but when I tried the door she’d put something behind it again. I asked if she wanted to help me make a pizza, but I got no response.’

‘I was hoping this would happen,’ David said, and Emma could hear the smile in his voice. ‘Not that something would upset her, of course, but that she would use the phone I gave her to contact somebody from her other life.’

‘What, so we can trace them?’ Emma said, hope in her voice.

‘Yes I’m tracking all her calls. I put an app on the phone before I gave it to her. I can see who she’s called, read her texts and find out where she is at any given moment.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Emma asked, uncertain whether she should applaud David’s cleverness or be appalled at his duplicity with his daughter.

‘Because I didn’t know if you would approve. If you thought it was wrong thing to do, I wouldn’t have put it past you to tell her.’

Emma was speechless.

‘Don’t give me the silent treatment, Emma. If she’d gone missing again, I wanted to know where she was. I’m not losing her again, and don’t forget that when she wandered off you were out of your mind with worry.’

‘I know,’ Emma said softly. If somebody had taken Ollie from her she would want to rip their throat out with her bare hands, so she could understand how David must feel.

Emma could hear David typing something into his keyboard.

‘I checked this morning, and up to now she hasn’t used her phone for anything. But it should show up now. Here we go.’

There was a pause.

‘Huh. That’s odd. Emma, are you sure you heard her talking? It couldn’t have been the radio?’

‘I’m positive. Why?’

‘Because I’m checking her records now, and she hasn’t made any calls. Her phone hasn’t been used at all since the day we gave it to her.’

*

It’s all going wrong. I’ve screwed up.

Natasha was staring out of her bedroom window, seeing nothing. It had all seemed so easy to start with. Anything was better than the alternative. She would have been thrown in The Pit if she had refused – just for as long as it took to make her do as she was told – and then she would have gone the way of the others, ended up like Izzy.

She felt the back of her eyes sting but fought it. She might be wrong about Izzy. Maybe it wasn’t her body that the police had found. She should never have told Izzy about the job, though. It was dangerous and stupid. But she had needed somebody to tell her she was doing the right thing.

Now the police had that CCTV footage on the train. She’d been such an idiot, smiling at him like that. If it ever got out – got back to them – they would kill her. They would never trust her again.

Emma didn’t trust her either. For one awful moment when Natasha had come back into the house that morning, she had thought Emma was going to search her pockets. But she had refused to take the fleece off and had escaped up here, still wearing it. She had managed to hide everything, but it had been close.

Tonight she was going to have to sneak downstairs when they were asleep and do what she’d been told to do. The kitchen and the sitting room. Those were her instructions. She knew what to do. She’d already sorted David and Emma’s bedroom, and everything seemed to be working just fine.

Natasha knew she should be happy – this was payback time. But now the police had come nosing around, and she wasn’t supposed to let that happen. She would be punished. Surely she’d suffered enough?

And whose fault is that? a little voice whispered in her ear.

She knew the answer. She knew who was to blame for all of it.

She was getting soft, living in this world where people played at being nice to each other. Nobody was nice really. She knew that – she’d seen it all her life. One minute nice as pie, next minute beating the shit out of each other.

Emma played at being nice, but Tasha knew what she really thought. She thought Tasha had disrupted her perfect life. Emma had replaced Tasha’s mum in this house and now she didn’t want to have to live with the daughter, even though she pretended otherwise.

If you think your life’s been messed up, Emma – you ain’t seen nothing yet.

Tasha’s mum really had been nice, though, and Tasha had to hang on to that. She had to remember she wasn’t just doing this for herself. She was doing it for her dead mother.

You didn’t deserve to die, Mum.
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Tom was struggling to concentrate on his work and he really needed to get his focus back. He kept thinking about that SD card and the spreadsheet. He had finally told Leo about the password-protected file the night before; he had no idea why it worried him, but it kept niggling away like an itch he couldn’t scratch.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ he muttered, pulling his phone towards him and pressing the number for Becky’s extension.

‘Becky – update, please. My office.’ Quite why he was taking it out on Becky, he didn’t know. He took a deep breath.

Becky’s normally cheerful face was looking worried as she poked her head round the doorframe.

‘Is it safe to come in?’ she asked, flushing slightly as if she regretted her slightly facetious tone.

Tom gave her a lopsided smile of apology, and Becky pulled over a chair and sat down.

‘Okay, here’s where we’re at,’ she said, consulting the file she had brought with her. ‘The local guys have tracked down the boy Natasha spoke to briefly at the station and they found nothing on him at all. They asked why he’d taken the backpack she’d left on the bench, and he said he’d taken it to ask his mum what to do with it. The station was an unmanned one, so he had nobody to give it to. But he said he bumped into some mates on his way home, so he dumped it.’

‘Course he did. No doubt he can’t remember where exactly.’

‘The locals think he’s taking orders from somebody, but their guess is that he doesn’t know who. They think the kids have been shipping skunk grown somewhere in Manchester. Oh, and this isn’t random. It’s organised.’

Tom had suspected that would be the case, and he sighed inwardly. Serious and organised crime was a daily reality costing the country billions each year, causing immense damage to communities and individuals through violence, drug use and child sexual exploitation. He hated it, and all those involved in it, with a passion.

Becky was watching him carefully, and he adopted a neutral expression, signalling that she should continue.

‘We showed Natasha a picture of the other boy on the train – do you remember him? The lad that looked like a young and slightly chubby-faced Tom Cruise before he got a chin. Not only did she recognise him, but the fact that we had his picture and we’d seen her smiling at him seemed to scare her. Anyway, Transport Police think they may have a lead on him. He’s been seen before. There was a definite sense of a message being passed between him and Natasha. If he’s part of the same gang, we’re hoping we can find a link and discover how Natasha fits into the picture. But all this new information has got me thinking.’

Becky leaned forwards and rested her arms on Tom’s desk.

‘The most logical interpretation of events six years ago is that Natasha was found in the aftermath of the accident – a cute little girl – and somebody decided to keep her. So why let her go now? Did she escape from whoever had her, or did they want to be rid of her? I keep going round in circles, but the drugs give the initial abduction a much more sinister slant, don’t they?’

Tom tilted his chair back to listen to Becky’s ideas, his gaze on a blank area of innocuous beige wall, his mind one hundred per cent on Natasha Joseph.

‘Being realistic, Tom, what are the chances that this little girl, on a dark winter’s night on a country lane, just happened to be picked up by members of some organised crime group? A crew smart enough to use kids as mules to get their skunk out to the sticks? What – were they out on a jolly that evening and happened upon her? There’s more chance of being hit by a flying tortoise, I’d have thought.’

Tom smiled. ‘You’re right, but it could have been some local scumbag who found her. Somebody at the bottom of the pecking order? Maybe thought he could use her – demand money from her father for her safe return. That would make sense, although with all the police activity at the time, they would have had to wait a while to have any chance of success.’

‘All I can say is that if she’s been living with somebody associated with organised crime at any level, it must have been a shit life. You’d have thought she’d be seriously relieved to be out of the place, wouldn’t you? As it is, she seems to be hanging in there by a thread at the family home.’ Becky paused. ‘But I still keep going back to the night of the accident. What if we’re missing the obvious? What if she was a target?’

‘The idea had occurred to me, but a target for what?’

Becky shrugged. ‘No idea, at the moment. Whatever happened and whoever took her, we need to know whether they let her go or she managed to escape. If she’s run away, they’ll be looking for her. If she’s been running drugs for them, the chances are she knows too much. We need to seriously consider if this child is in danger.’

*

Tom and Becky’s discussion had finally been brought to an abrupt halt when Becky realised it was time for the evening briefing. Tom went with her and sat at the back of the incident room, watching her run through the evidence on the dead girl, giving the team instructions on the next steps.

She was good. Thorough, and always prepared to listen to ideas from members of her team.

Tom quietly left the room before the meeting ended, giving Becky some space. There was little more he could do that evening, so he grabbed his coat and gave Leo a quick call to say he was on his way.

It had taken Tom a long time to pluck up the courage to start a new relationship after his marriage failed, but then he had moved into his Cheshire cottage and fallen for Leo Harris - the sister of his next-door neighbour. Tom smiled at the thought. He had, without a doubt, chosen the most difficult, commitment-phobic woman in the north of England. There were times when it felt as if she would never entirely trust him, and Tom wasn’t always sure he could live with that, but Leo’s father had led a double life with two wives for many years, and it was understandable that she found it difficult to have faith in a man.

Tonight they were going to meet at Leo’s apartment because she was working on a paper for her psychology degree, so Tom had agreed to call round and cook her supper, spend a couple of hours with her and then leave her to get on with her work.

He had stopped at the supermarket on his way to Leo’s and bought the ingredients to make a quick stir-fry, and as he let himself into the apartment he thought, not for the first time, how well Leo had chosen her home. A large open-plan space in an old converted warehouse, the defined cooking, eating, relaxing and working areas all blended together against the bare brick walls and the polished wooden floors.

Leo was focusing intently on her computer screen but turned to flash Tom a smile. She started to push herself up from her seat, but he walked over and bent down to kiss her.

‘Carry on with whatever you’re doing. I’ll make a start on the supper. Do you want a drink?’

Leo reached out an arm and wrapped it around Tom’s hips, pulling him closer. She rested the side of her head against his waist.

‘You’re my saviour, you know that, don’t you?’ she said.

‘What, because I’ve made you realise that not all men are bad?’ Tom stroked her hair gently.

‘No,’ Leo swatted him on the bottom. ‘Because you feed me – without you I would live on toast and yoghurt.’

‘Hah – well then I’d better get on with it. Are you going to take a break now or wait until the food’s ready?’

Leo pushed the keyboard away from her and stretched.

‘I think I’m ready for a break, and there’s something I want to talk to you about.’

Tom raised his eyebrows.

‘I’ll talk. You cook.’ Leo stood up and started to push Tom towards the kitchen area, taking a seat at the breakfast bar.

He grabbed a beer from the fridge, and lifted one towards Leo, but she shook her head.

‘If I drink, I’ll never finish my paper. But I want to talk to you about Jack and the SD card.’

Thoughts he had been pushing to one side started to invade Tom’s headspace, and he was momentarily irritated with Leo for spoiling the evening. He almost wished he hadn’t told her about the file.

‘Don’t pull that face, Tom. I know you’re trying to ignore this. Now that we’ve found something potentially interesting you’re trying to shove it back into that box marked “no-go area”.’

Tom opened a cupboard and started hunting around for the soy sauce, but he didn’t respond.

‘Don’t you get it? Until you’ve solved this problem and found out what somebody was looking for in Jack’s papers, it’s going to be lurking at the back of your mind. We need to unravel the puzzle – find out the truth – and then you can deal with it. Squashing it isn’t dealing with it.’

‘Bloody hell, Leo – are you treating me like one of your case studies now? Am I some kind of psychological phenomenon?’

‘Oh piss off. Of course you’re not. I’m only thinking of you. You know that.’

Tom could sense Leo’s exasperation, and she was right. He said nothing and waited, knowing she hadn’t finished.

‘Okay – talk to me about passwords. Do you or any of your techie guys know how to break them?’

Tom smiled at that. If Jack had wanted to make something impenetrable, nobody would be able to break it. He was being unfair to Leo, though. He had a fair idea of what the password might be – he just hadn’t been sure he wanted to open the file, for reasons he couldn’t explain even to himself. It was something to do with the name Silver Sphere.

Leo was looking at him closely.

‘What aren’t you telling me?’ she asked.

Tom pushed the carrots he was chopping away from him and rested his hands on the worktop.

‘Jack had a method with passwords. Simple, but effective. He taught me years ago, although he may very well have changed the way he did things before he died. But I guess it’s worth a shot. I’ve used a version of it ever since – but with a few modifications of my own.’

Leo looked at him with her mouth slightly open and her eyes wide, as if to say: ‘Were you ever going to tell me this?’

‘Okay,’ Tom said. ‘I should have mentioned it before, but I had to try to remember how Jack’s version works.’

Leo waited for about ten seconds. ‘Well - go on then,’ she said.

‘You take the name of the file or of the website that’s asking for a password – in this case SILVERSPHERE – all one word. Then you replace every alternate letter with a symbol or number. I’m not sure if I can remember them all, but the password would start with the original letter – a capital S in this case - and then a symbol for the letter I – which I’m fairly certain is an exclamation mark. Then capital L, and I think he used the backward arrow for V. But I can’t remember what he used for R. H was definitely the hash tag – oh no, we don’t need that, do we. We need P. I think that was the pounds sign. E was the euro – can’t remember what it was before we had euros, though.’

‘You lost me at backward arrow, I’m afraid,’ Leo said.

Tom walked over to the table and picked up a pen.

‘Okay, here we go,’ he said.

S!L<E?S£H€R€

‘The good thing about it is that you can have a different password for every site, but you never forget what it is – as long as you remember the symbols, of course.’

‘So is that it, then?’ Leo said.

‘Sadly no. I can’t remember what he used for R. It has to be a standard symbol, or it won’t be recognised.’

Tom stared at Leo’s keyboard for a moment, mentally going through each of the possible symbols.

He pulled the SD card out of his trouser pocket, slotted it into Leo’s computer and clicked the file icon.

‘I think I know what it is,’ he said, his voice soft and hesitant. ‘I think R might be a right hand bracket.’

He typed in the password, pressed ENTER and waited.

It was wrong. The password was rejected.

‘Bugger. I was sure it was a bracket.’ Tom said, drumming his fingers on the table. He looked at the keyboard again.

‘I have an idea,’ he said, quickly making a change to the password. He pressed ENTER, and an Excel workbook opened on the screen.

‘Bingo. It was a curly bracket, not a normal one,’ he muttered, as the screen displayed the first page of the file.

Honegger, Wyss & Cie

A/c no 53696C76657220537068657265

It was a title page, and it meant nothing to Tom. But there was a separate tab and he clicked on that. The second page displayed three columns – dates, names and numbers. There was a pound sign above the numbers column.

Leo was leaning over Tom’s shoulder.

‘Scroll down a bit,’ she said. He knew what she was looking for. The total.

At the bottom of the number column, under the pound sign, there was a figure of a little over four million. The last date in the list was four years before Jack had died.

Leo looked at Tom and shrugged, her interest gone. ‘Given that you’ve already had all of Jack’s money, I guess this is just a record of some of it. Not as exciting as we thought,’ she said, walking to the kitchen to fetch Tom’s beer bottle.

Tom opened a search engine window and typed in the name Honegger, Wyss & Cie. The answer didn’t surprise him. A Swiss bank. That explained why there was no account name – only a number. And in Tom’s experience, people only had numbered accounts when they had something to hide.

And Leo was wrong about the account. Tom had never seen it before. It wasn’t included in Jack’s estate, so even his solicitor had known nothing about it.

What were you hiding, Jack?

Tom looked at the list of names and felt his skin grow cold.

The first entry was Bentley. The amount two thousand, five hundred pounds, the date was November 1982.

Tom suddenly knew exactly what Jack had been hiding; this was one secret his brother had buried deep.
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Day Four

‘I’m a selfish cow,’ Emma muttered as she pushed her laden trolley round the supermarket. After David’s disbelief that she had heard Natasha talking and crying yesterday evening, Emma had decided she needed to escape the oppressive atmosphere of the house for a couple of hours. David had agreed to stay at home for the day, and she had told him he could have both kids – she was going shopping.

It was probably childish, but the peace had gone from her home. Even with Natasha in her bedroom, Emma felt they were just waiting for the next revelation, or the next refusal to cooperate. It was as if a black cloud was hanging over the house, waiting to swoop down and envelop them. Even Ollie had started to look at her with a more serious face; this morning he had reached out his hand and stroked her cheek, saying ‘Ah’ just like she did to him if he was crying.

Nevertheless she felt bad about going out and leaving David. Maybe she should give him a call and ask what he fancied for dinner that evening. She needed to make more effort to get things back on an even keel.

Emma pushed her trolley to a quiet corner and reached into her bag for her phone. Checking first to see that she had a good signal, she pressed the screen to call David. Nothing happened. Her battery was showing seventy-one per cent, and she had an excellent signal. But she couldn’t get her phone to respond to anything she pressed.

‘Shit,’ she said, winning herself a look from an elderly gentleman in a trilby. She stuck the phone back in her bag and decided to get the ingredients for David’s favourite chicken curry.

Loading her purchases into the car, Emma drove home from the supermarket full of resolutions to make an extra effort. The balance of her relationship with David had shifted in the last few days and Emma felt as if she had lost him somehow.

She had never been jealous of Caroline before – how could you be jealous of a dead woman? Now, though, she found herself wondering if David would ever love her as much as he had clearly loved his first wife. And Natasha reminded him, every single day, of what he had lost.

As she pulled into the drive she resolved to try to be more understanding with Tasha, and she was going to play more with her son, too. Ollie had lost out since Tasha arrived, with too much attention on everybody else’s confusion.

With a new sense of determination, Emma grabbed the shopping from the boot of her car and walked up the drive and round the back of the house, pushing open the back door into the kitchen.

‘Hi,’ she said to a solitary David, who appeared to be doing the crossword, his rarely worn glasses perched on the end of his nose. She thought they really suited him, but he saw them as a sign of his advancing years and took them off as soon as she spoke. She was disappointed for David’s sake that Natasha wasn’t keeping him company but sadly felt quite relieved for herself.

‘Hi,’ David said, smiling at her. ‘You look a bit more relaxed. I know it was only the boring shopping, but I’m glad you had a bit of time to yourself. Let me get you a drink. Tea, or a glass of wine?’

Emma was about to say tea when she thought, sod it – let’s relax for once. ‘Wine sounds great. Thanks, darling. Is Ollie asleep? It’s late for his nap, isn’t it?’

David walked over to the fridge and retrieved a bottle of cold wine. He reached up into the cupboard next to the fridge and grabbed a glass.

‘No, he’s not asleep. There’s been a bit of a miracle this afternoon. Don’t hold your breath – it might not last.’

‘What do you mean?’ Emma asked, grinning at David’s obvious pleasure.

‘Tasha is not only out of her room, she offered to take Ollie off my hands for a while. She’s taken him for a walk. Given what you said yesterday about giving her some freedom, I decided you were right, and so off they went.’

Emma froze. She felt tiny spikes of pain as every inch of her flesh rose in shivering goosebumps.

‘What do you mean? Where’s she taken him?’ She could hear her own voice, measured and reasonable. But there must have been something in it that David recognised, because he turned to her with a flash of irritation twisting his mouth.

‘For God’s sake, Emma, she’s old enough to take Ollie for a walk in his pushchair isn’t she? She’s been gone for about half an hour, so she’ll be back soon. And you know how Ollie adores her. A relationship between those two is just what we need to bring her on side with the rest of us.’

‘Where did they go, David?’ Emma’s voice still sounded calm, but inside she could feel a strange pressure in her chest.

‘Only down the lane. I told her to stick to the one and only bit of the lane that has a pavement, and not to go on the narrow parts. She understood that.’

‘So why didn’t I pass her, then? I came back that way, and there was no sign of her at all. Where are they?’ Her voice was rising and her legs started to feel weak, as if they could no longer hold her.

‘Stop it, Em. She might have pulled into the farmyard to show Ollie the animals. If she’s not back in ten minutes, I’ll go and look for her. Okay?’

‘No, it’s not bloody okay. Go now. Find her, David. Just find her.’

David’s mouth opened slightly and his brow knitted together in a look of incredulity at Emma’s raised tones.

‘Jesus, Em, are you overreacting or what?’ David took a step towards the back of the chair where his jumper was scrunched up, snatched at it and went to pull it over his head. But then he turned to Emma and smiled.

‘Hear that? The side gate. Oh – and look out of the window. Here’s Tasha with the pushchair. You see? All’s well that ends well.’

He gave Emma a smug smile, and she felt her taut muscles begin to relax as David walked over to the door and opened it.

‘Hi, Tasha, I was about to come and meet you. Make sure you’d found your way home.’ Emma saw David wince as he realised how inappropriate those words probably were. ‘Ollie asleep then?’ he asked leaning forwards to look in the buggy.

He lifted his head and turned to Natasha, a look on his face that Emma couldn’t interpret.

And suddenly she knew.

She flew over to the door, grabbed the buggy and pulled the hood down.

Emma felt a scream building in her chest, bursting to escape the confines of her ribs, her lungs.

‘Where is he? Natasha, where’s Ollie?’ Emma gasped, fear turning her muscles weak. She clung on to the back of the buggy for support as she looked at Natasha’s bowed head, a peculiar half-smile just visible on her face. She wanted to shake her, slap her, anything that would make her say what she’d done with Ollie.

David beat Emma to it. He walked over to his daughter and grabbed her by her upper arms.

‘It’s okay, Tasha. You just need to tell us so that we can go and get him. Come on, love. Tell us where he is.’

Natasha looked up, straight into Emma’s eyes. Her pale face was wiped of expression, and her eyes were like empty pools.

‘Gone,’ she said.
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‘Gone.’

The sound of the word reverberated around Emma’s head, echoing, but not making sense. What did she mean ‘gone’? She bent down to look in the buggy again, sure that she must have been mistaken. She raised her eyes to Natasha’s, and the girl returned her gaze. David stood immobile to one side, staring at his daughter. They were all still – frozen – as if part of some hideous tableau.

The silence was broken by a guttural cry of pain that Emma knew was coming from her, but which she had no power to stop. She flew at Natasha, wanting to strangle the life out of her, but Natasha used the buggy as defence, twisting it to the side to prevent Emma from reaching her in the open doorway, her cold, flat eyes suddenly burning.

David stood transfixed, still staring blankly at his daughter, neither trying to defend her nor helping Emma to reach her.

From nowhere, Natasha seemed to gain strength and she pushed the buggy to one side, raising her arm towards Emma.

‘Sit down,’ she yelled over Emma’s screaming. ‘If you want to see that baby of yours again, sit down now.’

Emma didn’t want to listen. She pushed Natasha out of the way and ran out through the back door, her eyes wildly searching the garden in case Ollie was there. She turned quickly and sprinted down the path, swivelling her head from side to side in case her baby was here, hidden under a shrub.

‘Ollie,’ she screamed, desperate to hear his little voice shouting back to her.

There was nothing.

She raced out of the gate to the road. Nobody. Not a car in sight either.

The lane, she thought. He must be on the lane.

She ran along the front of the house, calling her baby’s name, sobbing between her shouts. The lane along the side of their garden was empty too.

Emma crouched down in the road, her arms wrapped around her body.

‘Ollie,’ she shouted again, holding her breath, listening for his response.

Silence.

She didn’t know how long she had been there, crouched on the lane, when she felt David’s arms go around her. He lifted her gently and led her back towards the house – towards Natasha.

‘What’s she done, David? What’s she done with Ollie?’

David had no answer to give her.

Emma wanted, more than she had ever wanted anything in her life, to kill this child of her husband, and as David steered her through the door, she flew at Natasha, her hands like claws. David grabbed Emma’s flailing arms and pulled her to him again, wrapping his arms tightly around her while she sobbed and raved.

‘Shh, Em. We’ve got to listen to her. If she’s hidden him somewhere, we need to listen – so we can find him as quickly as possible. Please, Em, sit down and hear what she’s got to say. Please. I want to find him as much as you do. Come on, darling.’

David led her, shaking, shivering with sudden cold, to a chair. She could feel the tremors running through his body too, as she collapsed into her seat, tears streaming from her eyes. She bit down hard on her bottom lip, trying desperately to control herself until Natasha told her where her baby was. Then she could go and get him. This nightmare would surely be over in a few minutes? She continued to stare in horror at Natasha – a girl she didn’t recognise – hoping it was all some elaborate game.

David sat beside Emma, grasping one of her hands in both of his, and Natasha moved to the other side of the table, her eyes flicking wildly from David to Emma and back again, never resting on either of them for more than a second.

‘What have you done?’ David asked, his voice sounding calm, but Emma could hear the wavering tones that he was trying so hard to suppress.

‘Ollie’s safe, David. Your precious son’s okay. Is this what you were like when you lost me?’ She paused for a second, with a twisted smile. ‘Nah – didn’t think so.’

Emma couldn’t contain the groan that escaped from her swollen lips. This was the most they had ever heard from Natasha, and her soft, slightly high-pitched voice with its Manchester accent sounded like a child’s voice. The words were the words of a thug.

‘Tell me you haven’t hurt him,’ David said, his voice soft, pleading. ‘He’s only a baby. Have you hidden him somewhere? What do you need us to do? Tell me, Tasha, then we can go and get him.’

Natasha laughed. Actually laughed – but it was a sound that conveyed no humour.

‘He’s not outside, David. I told you – he’s gone. They took him.’

‘Phone the police,’ Emma said to David without taking her eyes off her stepdaughter.

‘Natasha, I’m your dad. I’m not just David – I’m your dad. Whatever the problem is, tell me and we’ll fix it. But for now we have to find Ollie, and I’m going to call the police. I’ll make sure you’re not in trouble. Okay, sweetheart? We know you’ve had a difficult time, but I promise we’ll sort it.’

He picked up his mobile, which was lying on the table – not taking his eyes off his daughter.

Natasha said nothing as David pressed the screen of his mobile. He stared at the phone, and pressed the screen again, then looked up at his daughter, his puzzled frown bringing a hint of a smile to her face.

‘Won’t work, David. Yours neither, Emma. I know about phones, see. I’ve spent years nicking them, fixing them. Your stupid app was never going to catch me out – I’m an expert.’

Emma stared silently at the stranger in front of her. But Natasha hadn’t finished.

‘And don’t go thinking you can sneak into your bedroom to call. The landlines are disabled – except the one in here. You can answer it – in case them detectives call – but you can’t call out. My job’s to make sure you don’t phone the pigs. You got that?’

Emma’s last hope disintegrated, shattering what little faith she had left in this girl into shards that pierced every organ of her body like broken glass. This wasn’t a hasty decision, a fit of jealousy from the returning daughter – this was carefully planned.

‘I’m the only one with a phone now,’ she said, holding a mobile that Emma had never seen before in the air. Was that what she’d had in the pocket of the fleece yesterday? Natasha hadn’t finished, though.

‘I’ll tell you what you’ve got to do as soon as they tell me. Then Ollie can come back and I can go home. You got that, David?’

David didn’t move. He put his phone down and stared at his daughter, his face stark in the bright kitchen lights.

Emma closed her eyes and focused on an image of her baby boy. Ollie. She was screaming inside for her son; sound and vision around her merged as one and spun, out of control, as she felt herself falling against her husband, curling herself into a tight ball, a low moan of despair echoing around the kitchen.

*

They were getting nowhere. For twenty minutes they had shouted, pleaded, begged, but Natasha would say nothing more than she had already, and she would no longer look them in the eye. She sat, nursing her mobile, as if that was where the answer lay. David had tried to take it from her, to see who was listed, but she had sneered at him for being so stupid, and he had backed away, his eyes blazing, as he seemed to realise how close he had come to hurting one of his children in order to save the other.

Now Emma stood at the far end of the kitchen, anger, desperation and the agony of loss fighting for dominance in her heart and her mind. She had never in her life wanted to physically hurt anybody, but Tasha wasn’t her child and she didn’t know if she could control herself. She wanted the girl in her sight, but as far away as she could get. She felt a crushing urge to grab Natasha by her hair and drag her, howling in pain, outside to search for Ollie – her baby. What would he be feeling now? Would he know what was happening? He would know that his mummy wasn’t there. Would he be scared? And he had been so hot – she was worried that he was coming down with something. Would they care?

‘Ollie!’ The cry erupted from deep within her, the impassioned wail of a pain too intense to contain within her body. She marched over to Natasha and, bending at the waist, thrust the whole of her upper body towards the girl. ‘Ollie loves you, you little bitch!’ Emma screamed – a word she hated even as it spewed out of her mouth. But that was nothing, nothing, to how she was feeling. There were no words strong enough. She moved closer, arms outstretched towards Natasha, hands poised to grab her.

‘Em, stop it,’ David said. ‘It’s not going to help. Look at her face.’ There was little doubt that David was right. ‘Why do you hate us, Natasha?’ he asked.

For a moment her gaze wavered. She glanced at Emma, but when she looked back at David her eyes hardened once more.

‘You don’t know?’ she asked. A humourless laugh escaped her lips.

‘No – of course I don’t know. Tell me, for God’s sake,’ David pleaded.

She shook her head. ‘You might fool Emma – but you don’t fool me.’

Emma stood still and stared at this girl – her calm, obdurate stance belying her youth. What was she talking about?

She couldn’t read David’s expression. His brow was furrowed and the corner of one eye twitched.

‘You need to make her talk, David. She has to tell us what the hell is going on. Take that bloody phone off her that she’s guarding with her life.’

Natasha shook her head.

‘If you take the phone, you’ll be sorry. I’ve got to call in an hour to let them know I’m safe and that you’ve not hurt me or called the pigs. If I don’t call, you’ll never see Ollie again – so back off, Emma. You too, David. You don’t know who you’re messing with.’

Sadly, Emma knew she was right.

She hadn’t told them why, though. Why would anybody want to harm Ollie?

Emma couldn’t stand it any more and ran for the door. She had to get out of here.

‘Let her go, David,’ she heard Natasha say. ‘She’s no use to us anyway.’

Who in God’s name was the ‘us’ she was talking about?

The only place that Emma wanted to be right now was in Ollie’s room, but when she walked through the door it felt cold. It was almost as if the room had greeted her with the expectation of welcoming its usual inhabitant, but when it was only Emma it seemed to settle back with a sigh.

Emma tried to think of everything that had happened since Natasha had arrived, but she couldn’t focus for more than two minutes without her mind switching back to Ollie. She just wanted to hear him shout ‘Ay, ay’ again, and clutch his warm, chubby little body and feel the velvet softness of his cheek against hers.

She sat in her nursing chair, arms wrapped tightly around her body, each hand on the opposite shoulder as if to simultaneously comfort herself and hold herself together, remembering all the nights that she had sat here beside her son.

She had to do something. She had no idea what, but she couldn’t sit here and do nothing, knowing that her baby would be missing her as much as she missed him.

David had said that they must listen to Natasha and do whatever she said. In the end, that was the only way. But not for Emma. She couldn’t stand idly by and hope that this would all resolve itself. What could they, whoever ‘they’ were, possibly want? She and David didn’t have enough money to pay a hefty ransom, but if it was money they wanted she would find it from somewhere.

Emma suddenly sat upright. There was one person she knew who had money, money that he had tried repeatedly to give to her years ago but which she had refused, because at that time speaking to him would have been too painful and she was too proud to accept what would have felt like a redemption payoff.

If only she could contact him. But how?

Emma leaned back in the chair and picked up the koala bear that her father had sent Ollie for his first birthday. He loved this bear and would sometimes sit on the floor and chatter to it in his strange, delightful, baby talk.

Through her pain a thought kept jabbing away at her. She looked at the bear; there was something she should remember, something to do with her trip to Australia with David just after they were married.

Suddenly she was on her feet, practically running to her own bedroom. There was no lock on the door, but she couldn’t risk Natasha coming in, and she wasn’t even sure if David would agree with what she was about to do. She didn’t care. She bent down and turned an old wooden doorstop around, jamming it under the closed door. It hit her like a hammer blow that they wouldn’t be needing it that night to hold the door open so she could listen for Ollie, never entirely trusting the baby monitor. There was no Ollie.

She bit back the howl of anguish that wanted to burst from her lips. Focus, Emma. Get him back.

She climbed on a chair and reached into the top of the wardrobe to grab an old shoebox. Jumping down, she upended the box on the bed and there it was – the pay-as-you-go mobile her father had given her so she could call him while they were in Australia without it costing a fortune. Her dad hated wasting money. She didn’t know if the SIM card was still active, or if there was any money left on it, but it was less than three years since their visit and she couldn’t believe they had used every penny that was on there. She pressed the on button, but nothing happened.

Stupid, stupid. Of course the battery would be flat after all this time. She sifted through the odds and ends that had been stuffed into the box. Somewhere, there had to be a charger. If they wanted money – she would get it. Pride wasn’t going to stand in her way now. She just hoped and prayed that he had kept the same mobile number.
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Tom’s mobile was ringing when he returned from the early-afternoon briefing session. It hadn’t been a particularly productive meeting. They had chased every loose end they could find to trace who the dead girl was and were still absolutely nowhere. The DNA analysis from Amy Davidson had come back negative, so whoever the dead child was, it wasn’t Amy. She was still missing, and Tom had requested an increase in the size of the team. Somebody had to know who this child was. How could a girl so young not be missed?

He picked up his phone.

‘Tom Douglas.’

‘Tom, it’s Leo. I hope it’s okay to disturb you, but I wanted to have a word with you about that account of Jack’s. I was looking at the list again this morning, and I’m fairly certain that quite a few of the names were also on the client list I was looking through the other night. Do you want me to pop round to your house and compare the two?’

Tom was silent. He had already made the connection himself but wasn’t prepared to share this with Leo yet, if ever. The other thing he knew was that the transaction dates of the money in the Swiss account all pre-dated the contract dates of the matching clients.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘You enjoy your day and I’ll have a quick look when I get home.’

‘Did you have any joy with the bank?’ she asked.

‘Yes. They’re going to call me back. They’ve warned me that if it turns out the account really is Jack’s then unless I am specifically named in the account records as the beneficiary of his will, I won’t be able to access the funds. Not that I want them, but at least they could go to charity or something. They’re going to check and see what the instructions are.’

‘And one other question, then I’ll let you go. This girl that’s come back from oblivion – she’s Natasha Joseph. That’s right, isn’t it?’

‘Yes it is. Why?’

‘Her dad’s David Joseph – the owner of Joseph & Son in Manchester?’

‘The very same. David’s the son, but I think his dad’s been dead for some years – why are you asking?’

‘He seems to have been one of Jack’s clients and he’s on both lists. An initial deposit of ten thousand pounds into the Swiss account. But I remembered his name from looking at the client list the other night because of the story of his daughter.’

Tom was about to respond when his phone buzzed.

‘Sorry, but I’m going to have to talk to you about that another time. I’ve got a call waiting, and it looks like a foreign number so I’d better take it. See you this evening.’

Tom hung up on Leo and picked up his mobile. It was a number he didn’t recognise.

‘Tom Douglas,’ he said.

A voice began to whisper down the line, almost too low for Tom to hear.

‘Please don’t speak. I haven’t got much time and I don’t know how long the credit will hold out on this phone. It’s Emma. Jack’s Emma. I know it’s been a long time, Tom – but I really need your help.’

*

‘Okay, Tom, you know the drill. Nothing on open computers, no public phone conversations. Pick your covert team and let me know who you’ve got. But before you start the ball rolling, tell me quickly how you know Emma Joseph and any background you have.’

Tom had been relieved to find Philippa Stanley in her office after he had put the phone down to Emma. The ‘no police’ directive meant this had to be handled by a specialist team, and while he was glad that Becky could be included, he would need support from his superintendent to pull the right people together.

He leaned forwards in his chair, his forearms resting on his thighs, still reeling from the shock of hearing from Emma after all this time and discovering that she was Natasha Joseph’s stepmother. He felt he should have known that. He had only been thinking about her the night before when he was talking to Leo about Jack.

‘I haven’t seen or spoken to Emma for years. She was my brother Jack’s fiancée and they were good together. I don’t know what happened to them. Everything seemed fine, and then all of a sudden Emma was dumped and Jack wouldn’t tell me why. Emma ran off to Australia to stay with her dad.’

‘And then Jack died, is that right?’

‘Yes – in a speedboat accident in the Adriatic. I tried to contact Emma – basically to give her some of Jack’s money because, in my view, by rights it was hers anyway – but she wouldn’t touch it. I never heard from her again. I’ve never met David Joseph – Natasha Joseph is Becky’s case – so I had no idea his wife was Jack’s Emma.’

‘Well, on one level that’s good news. Although you once knew her, it seems that you’re not closely connected. If you can assure me that she is a distant connection, and she trusts you – which is the vital point – you can continue leading the investigation.’

Tom scratched the side of his head, doing his best to avoid the question.

‘Emma didn’t contact me because I’m a policeman. She phoned me because she’s assuming there’s going to be a demand for money and she wanted to know if I’d pay the ransom, which I’d be more than happy to do. But there’s been no demand, and when I explained that – as a policeman – I had to report this, she went ballistic. I calmed her down, but she hasn’t entirely bought into police involvement, so we need to tread carefully. And she hasn’t told her husband she’s been in touch with me – at least not yet.’

Tom would ideally prefer to get the whole family to somewhere safe – out of their own home. A ransom negotiation would be far more likely to succeed under police control, no matter what the Josephs had been told.

Tom was certain that this wasn’t about a simple payoff, though. There were people with far more money than David Joseph not a million miles from Manchester, so why choose him?

‘What do you think’s going on, Tom? What’s your famous gut telling you?’ Philippa gave a half smile. Tom knew she had no time for instinct over evidence, but she understood that for Tom, talking about his hunches often resulted in some lateral thinking that produced results – although she would never attribute it to ‘gut’.

Tom explained his doubts about this being a kidnap for ransom, and Philippa nodded her agreement.

‘I could be wrong,’ he said, ‘and I haven’t even hinted at this to Emma, but it has all the hallmarks of a classic tiger kidnap and my gut says that David Joseph is going to be asked to commit a crime on behalf of this gang. Natasha has to stay to see it through because if we turned up to interview her and she was missing, the plot – whatever it is – would fall apart.’

Philippa leaned back, folding her arms, as if suddenly it all made sense.

‘Now we know why Natasha said she didn’t want them to call the police. That must have rattled a few cages. But it seems that whoever took her trained her well. From the little Mrs Joseph was able to tell you, it sounds as if the kid’s as cold as ice. What are we doing about keeping in touch with Emma?’

Tom had decided to involve Gil Tennant, the technician he trusted the most. Nobody would suspect for a moment that he was a policeman. He looked as if a strong puff of wind would blow him over, and if he dressed true to form he would probably be wearing pink trainers with a matching fleece.

‘Gil’s going to find out how to add credit to Emma’s phone from the Australian telecoms company, and I want him to go out to the Josephs’ house and check if there are any bugs. I’m praying there wasn’t one in Emma’s bathroom. She’s obviously watched too many movies, though, because she’d taken the phone into their en suite, switched on the taps and spoken from the shower cubicle, so I’m fairly confident she wasn’t overheard.’

‘And her husband doesn’t know she contacted you?’

Tom shook his head, thinking of Emma’s comment. ‘He’s already suffered the pain of losing one child, so I think he’ll want to do whatever they say rather than risk anything happening to Ollie.’

Philippa raised her eyebrows. ‘Can Emma Joseph handle this?’

‘She’s going to have to. If we’re going to get her son back, she hasn’t got much choice.’
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The edges of Emma’s vision were obscured by a grey mist which seemed to be slowly thickening so that only one object was still visible in full iridescent colour: the resolute, impassive face of her stepdaughter.

Natasha was sitting facing Emma across the table, seemingly indifferent to the torture she was putting them through. David marched from one end of the kitchen to the other, running a hand through his fine hair.

‘Why have you done this?’ Emma hissed between clenched teeth, her throat raw with tears. David looked anxiously at his wife.

The only thing helping her to keep it together was the fact that Tom Douglas now knew what was happening. Somebody outside these four walls, other than the bastards who were holding her son, knew the torment she was suffering. Tom was going to help. She had nearly screamed when he had said he was going to have to make it official, but now she was relieved. It no longer felt as if it was her sole responsibility to get her son back. David, of course, wanted him back every bit as much as she did, but his pain had a different dimension – confused as it was by the horrific actions of his daughter.

It had been a struggle to resist sitting by the phone in case Tom called her back, but she had hidden it in Ollie’s room – somewhere she doubted Natasha would look – and switched off both sound and vibrate. Tom had come good, as she had been certain he would. First a text to say that she now had plenty of credit on the phone, and then a second text to ask her about their alarm company: would David know when they last came to do some maintenance?

An hour or so later when the front doorbell had rung, she had only just prevented David from answering it, certain that he would turn away whoever was calling. A dapper little man had stood on the doorstep with a clipboard and a bag of equipment and said he would only be fifteen minutes doing a routine check on all of the alarm equipment. He had asked them all to leave the kitchen while he tested the infrared detectors, and Emma had seen David’s look of incredulity that she had allowed this to happen, now of all times. But she had shrugged and dropped her head as if to say, ‘I’m not thinking straight.’ David had reached out to hug her and a momentary warmth had filled the cold cavity in her chest.

The engineer had left, and since then they had once more been locked in emotional combat.

‘Natasha, I asked you a question. Why have you done this?’ Emma said again, this time opening her mouth wide and letting the emotion flow from her and settle around Natasha.

‘Your precious baby will be home soon if you do what you’re told. And then I’ll be out of your hair. Now shut the fuck up, will you?’

David stopped his pacing. ‘Natasha,’ he said with such a note of horror that, under any other circumstances, Emma would have smiled. How could he be shocked at nothing more than an arrangement of four letters of the alphabet from a girl who had abducted his son?

‘I’m going upstairs,’ Emma said. ‘I’m going to sit in Ollie’s room for a while. Please don’t follow me. I don’t want to speak to you – either of you.’

She sensed rather than saw David’s look of hurt. But unless she made him feel unwelcome he would want to be with her to try to offer her comfort, while at the same time trying to find excuses for Natasha’s behaviour. She didn’t want to listen to any meagre defence that David might construct in order to justify his daughter’s actions, and she couldn’t have him there if anything arrived from Tom.

She hoped and prayed it would.

*

Less than a mile from Blue Meadow House, the Joseph family home, Tom sat in his car in a lay-by, waiting for Becky. He had sent her to check all the lanes in the vicinity of the house for any unusual activity before he got too close. He needed to find somewhere that Emma could reach on foot, as he was certain Natasha would have been instructed to stop them using their cars.

Gil had called to say he found bugs in the kitchen, sitting room and in David and Emma’s bedroom. Tom hadn’t wanted the bugs removed; they had to be left in place, as if everything was going to plan.

According to Gil, they were GPS bugs, activated by sound. In theory the police should be able to monitor signals from the house to the receiver, allowing them to trace where the receiving equipment was. But these were no amateurs and they would be bound to be employing counter-surveillance techniques of their own.

He needed to know if the outside of the house was under surveillance. Although the fields around Blue Meadow House didn’t offer too many places for a watcher to hide, Tom knew only too well that on a job like this some guy might lie for hours in a cornfield to keep eyes on a property, so he’d organised a chopper with infrared detectors to circle the area. The news was good. Nobody was concealed in the fields.

Becky’s black Golf slid into the lay-by behind Tom’s five-year-old navy-blue BMW – a car he reserved for work – and she hurried to his passenger door and jumped in.

‘Bloody freezing out there. Rather Emma than me, walking to meet you. Are you going to wait in your car?’

‘No such luck,’ Tom said. ‘If she’s seen getting into a car, that would be game over. I’m going to meet her in the wood down the road from them.’

‘It’s getting dark out there. She’s brave, isn’t she, going into a murky wood on her own?’

‘Desperate, I think. I doubt she’ll notice the dark or the cold. Anyway, what did you find?’

‘Nothing. The only cars around seemed to be going about their normal business and there weren’t many of them. I’ve got the numbers of all of them. I’m about to run a check on them now. But no parked cars, nothing ringing any alarm bells. They’re obviously trusting technology and Natasha to keep control.’

Becky glanced at Tom and he could see concern written all over her face.

‘Are you okay with this, Tom? It’s bad enough when we don’t know the victims, but this must be difficult for you. What’s Emma like?’

Tom gazed out of the side window, away from Becky.

‘She was a totally steadying influence on my rather bonkers brother. And then he dumped her.’

Tom didn’t add how supportive Emma had been to him when his own marriage to Kate had failed a few months before Emma split with Jack, or how, over the years she’d spent with his brother, Emma had begun to feel like the sister he’d never had.

‘She’s a giver, if that makes sense. Always willing to help others, but she finds it very difficult to accept anything from people. I’m sorry we lost touch – especially now.’

‘This time she’s reached out to you, though, hasn’t she? I’m worried that you can’t be dispassionate about this case, Tom. Does Philippa know how close you were?’

Tom turned back to Becky and narrowed his eyes. ‘I’m not close to her. She’s somebody I used to know, which is why she was able to make contact with me. I’ve no personal interest in this case, other than making sure a baby boy is returned to his mother. Are we on the same page here, Becky?’

‘Got it,’ Becky said. ‘But if you have to have that conversation with anybody else, you need to be a whole lot more convincing.’
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The comfort of the chair in Ollie’s room was doing nothing to soothe Emma. She pulled the phone out from the folds of the blanket she was clutching – a safe hiding place should anybody decide to follow her in here. The screen was blank. But then it was probably only about ten seconds since she had last checked.

She stared at her son’s empty cot. She should have been giving him his bottle now, feeling his warm body snuggle against her as he looked up at her with his big eyes, just showing the first hint of sleepiness. Who was looking after him? They wouldn’t know that he hates apples but loves pears, would they? Would he be warm enough? Had David put his coat on before Tasha took him out?

Her hand seemed to be set to automatic, dragging the phone from under the blanket every few seconds, then pushing it back. Out it came again – and this time the screen lit up. Emma felt a leap in her chest.

There’s a small wood about half a mile from your house on the road that leads to Willow Farm. Get away from the house and meet me there when you can. You might need a torch. I’ll wait for as long as it takes. Your house is bugged. Careful what you say. Tom.

Thank God.

And thank God she had taken what had seemed the ridiculous precaution of speaking to Tom from the shower.

How was she going to get out of the house, though? She knew Natasha would have something to say on the subject, as David probably would. She had to make a stand and stick to it. The thought of somebody listening to her every word, every nuance, terrified her. Even if she could convince her husband and stepdaughter, would she convince the listeners? But this was for Ollie. She had to make it work.

Emma switched the phone off and buried it right at the bottom of Ollie’s toy box, trying not to look at all his favourite toys.

She pulled herself upright using the side of his cot as support, and took a deep, steadying breath.

‘Right. Let’s do it.’

She marched determinedly downstairs, grabbing her coat from the rack in the cloakroom.

Her resolve weakened when she pushed open the kitchen door. David was on his knees next to Natasha’s chair.

‘Natasha, please, darling. Tell us where he is. We’ll make sure you don’t get into trouble. I love you, Tasha – I’ve always loved you. I lost my little girl once and it was as if my heart had been cut out. Please don’t make me lose you again, and Ollie too. Please, darling.’

Emma looked at Natasha’s face, and for a moment she saw something there. A flicker of uncertainty, just for a second. Tempted as she was to rush over and join in the begging, she knew it wouldn’t work. To Natasha she was nothing, so her only choice was to play bad cop.

‘You’re wasting your time, David. She’s a heartless little cow.’ She walked towards the table and leaned forwards, resting her hands on the smooth surface and pushed her face towards Natasha. ‘Your baby brother adores you, and you know it. Ollie shouted your name all the time. “Ay, ay, Tassa.” Do you remember? He wrapped his chubby little arms around your leg, and he kissed you before he went to bed. Those lovely baby kisses. He would have loved you if you’d let him – and this is what you do to him. How do you think he’s feeling now, with somebody who doesn’t know him? Somebody who isn’t cuddling him and laughing when he thinks he’s being funny? He won’t only be crying for his mummy and daddy, though, will he? Not any more. He’ll be crying for you, “Tassa” – the one who’s betrayed him. He’ll be missing you too.’

Emma saw a distant echo of her own distress in Natasha’s eyes and couldn’t decide whether to push further against the girl’s defences or leave her with time to think. But Tom was waiting. She’d get back to Natasha later.

‘I’m going out,’ Emma said, pushing her arms into her coat.

Two pairs of eyes swivelled towards her in surprise. Natasha jumped up and quickly ran her hands over Emma’s body.

Bloody hell, she’s searching me. And she knows how to do it.

Thank goodness she had left the phone upstairs. Her heart started to thump at the thought of how disastrous that could have been.

‘Don’t go,’ David said, looking wretched, still in his supplicant position. ‘We need you here, Em. We need to talk this through.’

‘No David – she’s not going to listen. She’s had all feeling drummed out of her. Anyway, how do we know she’s telling the truth? How do we know that anybody’s taken Ollie? How do we know that she didn’t do something to him when she took him for a walk, and that she’s made all this up to put us off the track? I’m going out to look for him.’

Emma stared at Natasha.

‘Have you hurt him, Natasha? Have you left him somewhere out there? Have you hurt your baby brother?’

Natasha turned away from Emma.

‘No, I wouldn’t,’ she said quietly. ‘I wouldn’t hurt Ollie. He’s safe. You’ll get him back – just do what we tell you. He’s not out there. I promise.’ Natasha’s voice faltered on the last word.

Oh my God, she’s going to cry.

David was by Natasha’s side instantly, reaching out to hug her – and the spell was broken. She pushed him away, face hardened once again.

‘You need to stay here, Emma,’ she said. ‘They won’t like it if you leave the house.’

‘Tough,’ Emma said, aware of David’s head shaking as if telling her not to go. ‘I don’t believe anybody’s got my son. I believe there’s only you, Tasha. So I’m going to check – to see if I can find my baby. I should have done it hours ago.’

*

Tom could hear rustling in the undergrowth and knew somebody was approaching along the leaf-strewn path. It was a small wood – not much more than a copse really – but it would provide some cover from the road. Becky was right, though. The weather was wicked, and Tom blew on his fingers, wishing he had remembered some gloves.

Covering most of the torch with his fingers, he shone its diffused beam towards the path, and there she was.

He wanted to say she had hardly changed, and he suspected that a week ago those might have been the first words from his lips, but today it wasn’t true. Her face was devoid of a scrap of colour, unless you counted the blue smudges underneath her eyes, and her tight ponytail made her pale face appear stark and angular, with none of the softness of features that Tom remembered.

She rushed to Tom and he enveloped her in his arms, holding her close. Her arms round his back were like limbs of steel, as if holding him this tightly would relieve the pain. In his grief over the loss of Jack he hadn’t appreciated how much he had missed this woman. She had helped him draw closer to his brother, and for that he couldn’t thank her enough.

‘I’m so sorry about all this, Emma. It must be hell for you, but we’re going to do everything we can to get Ollie back,’ he murmured close to her ear.

Emma pushed him away gently and glanced nervously over her shoulder into the blackness beyond the torchlight.

‘Do you think anybody will have followed me?’

‘No. We’ve had a good look around and there’s nobody watching the house. If anything, they’ll be watching the exit points to the lanes that lead from here. Becky’s paying David and Natasha a visit now with some fabricated new information about the boy on the train. She’ll keep them there, and if there are any problems she’ll call, so don’t worry.’

Emma’s eyes widened. ‘Becky knows? What if you’ve got a mole or something inside the police?’

Tom gently held Emma’s arms and looked down into her troubled eyes.

‘It’s okay. We have a procedure for this. Nearly every kidnap begins with the words ‘Don’t tell the police’ and we know exactly what to do. At the moment only four people know – me, my boss, Becky, and the guy who came to check out the bugs earlier. We’re putting together a team, but until we know what we’re dealing with we’ll keep it small and on a need-to-know basis.’

Emma nodded and sank back against Tom’s broad chest, wrapping her arms around him again. He could feel her body shuddering slightly, whether from cold or fear he didn’t know, but he tightened his hold, wishing he could pass some strength from his body into hers.

She pushed back again, unable, it seemed, to stay still. He felt the cold hit his chest where he had held her against him and pulled his coat more tightly across his body.

‘Tell me everything that’s happened.’

‘There’s not much that you don’t know already. I guess you’re up to date on Natasha’s reappearance? She’s been incredibly distant since the word go. She’s refused to tell us where she’s been living, how she got back, whether she’s been unhappy. She clearly blames David for not being with them that night. It’s as if she wants to make him suffer – as if he hasn’t punished himself enough.’

‘Has she given you any hint at all of what’s going on?’

Emma shook her head. ‘She says there’s something that we have to do, and we’re going to be told soon. Then we can have Ollie back.’ Her voice broke on a sob. ‘She’s just a kid, Tom. How is this possible?’

He didn’t have the heart to tell her about the number of young criminals he had to deal with on a regular basis, most of them every bit as tough as their adult counterparts. And anyway she didn’t want a response. She wanted to talk, to try to find some release by sharing her fears.

‘David pleads with her. He doesn’t want to yell and scream, because he thinks she’s damaged. But I’ve made a bit of a breakthrough, I think. Ollie absolutely adores Natasha, and although she tried to keep herself distant from him, he’s a lovely baby and I saw her face soften a few times when he was trying to get her attention. I’m hoping that might be what breaks her – God knows, something’s got to.’

Tom nodded. ‘Listen, Emma, we don’t know how the next few hours or days are going to pan out, and my view is that we should take you all to a safe place and negotiate Ollie’s safe return.’

Emma grabbed Tom’s arm.

‘No, Tom. No. I know that by telling you I’ve broken their rules, and that was a huge risk. But I need them to think we’re going along with what they want. That’s what David wants us to do – agree with everything, and just get this thing over.’

‘Okay, but you need to remember the house is bugged – the kitchen, the sitting room and your bedroom – so if you do decide to tell David at any point about your contact with me you need to make sure you’re not overheard.’

Emma nodded and let go of Tom’s arm.

‘So how are you going to get Ollie back? They haven’t asked for any money yet. How long are they going to wait?’

Tom didn’t feel this was the appropriate time to tell her that it might not be money they wanted. That would scare her even more.

‘We’ve got some ideas and we’re going to be very cautiously checking them out. But we’re not talking about a random gang of chancers, so we need to handle it with care. We’re trying to track down the lad Natasha recognised on the train. If he’s part of the same gang, he might lead us somewhere.’

‘What can I do – should I be trying to sort out some money?’

‘Don’t worry about money. Leave that to me. Forget it and focus on trying to get Natasha to tell you anything at all. Every little bit of information you can glean from her could be useful. Tell me anything – however trivial. Until then, just act as if you’re following instructions.’

Tom put his hands on Emma’s shoulders and looked down at her tear-streaked face.

‘You’re doing great, Emma. Keep plugging away at Natasha’s conscience. You might get through to her.’

Emma nodded, leaned in to give Tom a final hug and whispered, ‘Thanks,’ in his ear.

She turned to go, leaning forwards as if the pain racking her body was making it difficult to stand upright.

‘Emma,’ Tom said softly. ‘I’m so sorry about the way Jack treated you. I’ve never understood it and I’d always thought I’d have the time with him to force him to explain it to me. I never expected the daft bugger to die like that. Did you ever understand why?’

Emma’s body straightened, but she didn’t turn round.

‘Why he dumped me, or why he died?’

Tom frowned. What did she mean, why he died? Emma didn’t wait for his response and half turned back towards him, not meeting his eyes.

‘Do you know he dumped me by email? Did he ever tell you that? No – I bet he didn’t. We’d rented a place in Croatia for a year if you remember, and Jack had come over to England to work on one of the random projects he’d taken on since selling his business. That’s when he met Melissa – the woman he left me for. So it was one brief note, and goodbye me.’

‘Bloody hell. What a dreadful thing to do. I’d never have expected that from Jack. You two always seemed so close.’

‘We were. We had our issues – what couple doesn’t after ten years? But nothing that couldn’t have been sorted out with a bit of compromise on both sides. I absolutely never saw it coming.’

‘Did you ever hear from him again?’

‘Oh yes.’ Emma lifted her head, staring past Tom as if she could see something in the far distance that was only revealing itself to her. ‘I heard from him once more – the day before he died. It was as if I’d lost him twice.’

This time the pause was longer, and Tom somehow knew her next words were going to hurt. She turned her head until her eyes met his.

‘The reason I haven’t been able to see you since then, Tom – the reason I’ve ignored you all this time – is that I couldn’t see you without telling you. Now I think I must. Jack wrote to me the day before he died to say goodbye. I’m sorry, but the truth is, his death was no accident. Jack killed himself.’
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The road seemed to stretch endlessly before Tom as he walked quickly, head down, back towards where he had left his car. In the open air he felt exposed, unable to focus his thoughts as he struggled to come to terms with all that Emma had told him. He knew he should be concentrating on the missing baby, but he made a deal with himself. A few minutes – that was all – to try to adjust and to reconcile everything he had ever thought about Jack’s death with the truth.

Emma had turned to leave after she had broken the devastating news, but Tom had reached for her arm and held her there – perhaps unfairly in view of everything the poor woman was trying to deal with.

‘I know this is the least of your worries now, Em, but is there anything else you can tell me? What did he say?’ Tom could hear the despair in his own voice. Suicide had never been something he had found easy to deal with in his job. It spoke of a level of hopelessness that was outside his comprehension. Even in the bleakest moments of his life he had managed to retain the hope that each day, things would get a little better.

Emma had reached forwards and rested the palm of her hand against Tom’s cheek, to his shame adopting the role of comforter when her own life was in such turmoil.

‘Jack said he’d made many mistakes in his life and that the day of reckoning had finally arrived. He’d made a decision that he knew was going to cause pain, but as far as he was concerned it was the only way out of an existence that had become unbearable. I’m so sorry, Tom.’

Tom had wanted more than anything to keep Emma there and ask her more questions, but one look at her face – concern for him mixed with desperation and fear for her baby – had jolted him back to reality.

‘Thanks for telling me,’ he’d said, covering her hand with his own and gently removing it. ‘It’s a lot to take in, but there’ll be time for that when we’ve got Ollie back. Go, Em. Get back to David and keep in touch. We’re going to find Ollie and bring him home. I know it’s wrong of a policeman to make promises, but I’ll move heaven and earth to get you your baby back.’

With a last swift hug they had parted, Emma walking back towards her home, and Tom moving in the opposite direction to exit the small wood at the far side a few minutes later.

His car was in sight now, and his fast walk turned into a slow jog until he was able to press his remote to unlock the doors and slide into the driver’s seat. It felt like reaching sanctuary, a place where he could pull his thoughts together.

Tom leaned forwards, his head resting on arms folded across the steering wheel.

‘Why, Jack?’ he muttered.

For all Jack’s wayward behaviour, he’d had a wicked sense of humour, and had relentlessly ‘taken the piss out of life’, as he had put it himself. In spite of his success and his obvious brilliance, Tom had known there was a darker side to his brother and although he had never understood it, he had always believed that Jack lacked confidence. He had mockingly called Tom ‘White Hat’ – when he wasn’t just calling him ‘little brother’ – because he always thought Tom was one of the good guys – Jack’s polar opposite.

Realising that understanding Jack’s motivation for taking his own life was not going to come to him in a flash, Tom leaned back, his head against the headrest, and closed his eyes.

Whatever it was, why didn’t he come and talk to me about it?

It was no good asking that question now. He would never know.

Opening his eyes, he leaned forwards again and put the key in the ignition. Time to think about the baby now – to focus on the living and not on the dead.
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‘Where’ve you been?’ The words burst from David as Emma walked into the kitchen. Deep lines of stress were etched into his usually smooth forehead, and she could see he hadn’t coped well with her absence.

‘I walked down as far as the wood. There’s a bit of tree trunk that some kids must have dragged into the clearing to use as a seat, so I sat there for a while.’

David looked horrified.

‘But it’s dark out there. Weren’t you frightened in the wood on your own?’

Emma closed her eyes.

‘My child has been kidnapped. I can’t imagine any single thing that would be more terrifying than that. I’m not sure I’ll ever be frightened of anything normal – like rats, or hurricanes, or marauding gangs of youths – ever again.’

She was being hard on him and that wasn’t fair.

‘You shouldn’t have gone out. We’ll only get Ollie back if we do exactly what they say. So stick to the rules, please, Emma. And then, when it’s all over, we can get help for Tasha. We just need to hang on in there.’

Sometimes she thought of David as an ostrich, burying his head in the sand and forcing himself to believe that all would be well. It was one of the few things about him that she found frustrating. It wasn’t so much optimism as an inability to face reality and a tendency to look for the easy way out.

It wasn’t going to work this time. There was no easy way out.

On her walk back to the house after meeting Tom, Emma had decided on a two-pronged attack on Natasha, the aim being to confuse her. She knew David would be cajoling her, which she was fairly certain Natasha would be able to resist. What she might find less easy to resist was kindness, the feeling of a home into which she was welcomed. And then, just as she was slightly thrown off-guard, Emma would introduce Ollie back into the picture.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Nobody in this house has eaten a thing since this morning. Whatever’s going to happen, we can’t be fainting by the wayside – so like it or not, we’re going to eat.’

She pulled a Bolognese that she had made a few days earlier from the freezer, and stuck it in the microwave to defrost. She wanted life in this house to feel good to her stepdaughter, like a real home should feel. Then she might be less inclined to rip it apart.

David said nothing and set about laying the table. She saw him head towards the wine.

‘Sorry, darling, but I think it’s a really bad idea. What if you have to drive somewhere tonight and you’re stopped by the police?’

A look of irritation crossed David’s face.

‘It’s tomorrow,’ Natasha said – the first bit of information she had volunteered.

‘What’s tomorrow, Tasha?’ David asked, adopting a nonchalant tone as if this were an ordinary conversation.

But she merely tutted and raised her eyebrows.

David and Emma exchanged a glance and carried on with what they were doing. They ate dinner in virtual silence, all three of them pushing their food around their plates. As a strategy it had failed completely, and the thought of food actually made Emma feel sick. There was one more thing she wanted to try, though.

At the end of the table sat Emma’s laptop. She pulled it towards her, making sure that the screen was visible to everybody at the table, and tapped the space bar to bring it to life. She clicked an icon on the screen, and suddenly the room was full of Ollie – laughing, crawling. Emma remembered shooting this video on her phone. She knew what was going to happen next and she swallowed the vast lump that was lodged in her throat. She couldn’t cry now – it would ruin the moment.

First a pair of shoes came into view, then the legs of a person sitting on the leather sofa at the far end of the kitchen. Emma had zoomed out to get the full view of Ollie grabbing Natasha’s jeans and pulling himself upright. ‘Tassa, Tassa,’ he shouted with a huge smile as his face drew almost level with hers. Emma had managed to capture the one second when Natasha had allowed herself to smile at Ollie before her face settled back into her habitual scowl.

The three of them watched, almost mesmerised, until Natasha reached out and slammed the laptop lid shut.

‘It won’t work, you know. I’m not stupid. Do you think I’m a normal kid who does what she’s told, scared of getting in trouble and being grounded?’ She gave a cold laugh. ‘When you come from where I do, what you’re scared of is being thrown in The Pit, starved until you’d do anything – yeah, anything – for a piece of bread. Or worse, you’re scared one of the big guys – the real evil bastards – is going to deal with you. Do you know what they call these men? No – I bet you don’t. They call them enforcers. So you see, a bit of mince and a family photo really, really doesn’t cut it.’

Emma wasn’t able to pull her eyes away from Natasha’s. An image of this girl’s life for the past six years was painted clearly in her mind and suddenly she felt no hope at all.
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One look at Tom’s face as he walked towards her, and Becky knew something had happened. Tom had what Becky’s mum would call an open face; wide blue eyes that looked straight at you, and a relaxed, confident expression. Not tonight, though. His face seemed narrower, his eyes slightly downcast with a smidgeon of a wrinkle between his brows. His skin seemed paler too, and his generous mouth was set in a straight line, as if his teeth were clenched. Forlorn was the word that sprang to her mind.

He was a good-looking bastard, by anybody’s measure. Six foot tall or more with those wide shoulders and broad chest, he usually had an easy way about him that felt comfortable and secure to be around. Mind you, he had a temper. On more than one occasion Becky had seen him come close to losing it with a suspect – particularly when kids were the victims. And he could be a bit gruff and direct when the mood took him. But all that just added to the interest, in her book. Not that she should be thinking that way. After all, he had Leo – studying for a degree in psychology, no less. Smart as well as beautiful, it seemed.

‘Cup of tea?’ she asked, squashing the twinge of irrational resentment of a woman she had never met. Tom barely registered her question, giving her a distracted look as he marched into his office. Taking that as a yes, she diverted into the kitchen.

‘How did it go with Emma, then?’ she asked five minutes later as she plonked a mug of tea on Tom’s desk.

‘Nothing much to tell you, really,’ he replied shortly, staring at the drink in front of him.

‘I sat with David and Natasha, as instructed,’ she said, thinking that if she jabbered on for a bit it might give him time to pull himself out of whatever was bothering him. ‘Course, I was careful because of the bugs, so I asked her questions about where she’d been living. I knew she wouldn’t tell me anything. She walked out – so I followed and cornered her in the hall – a bug-free zone. I said we’d had some new information, and I wanted to run some names by her. She was quite sneery about it, as if to say, ‘Do you think I’d tell you?’ but it didn’t matter because I made them all up. I did, however, think there was a flicker of something when I mentioned the name Rick or Richard Harvey. Whether it was the first name or the last I don’t know – but if I had to put money on it, I would say that it was the name Rick that did it. I’d only wanted to unnerve her – so that was a bit of a bonus.’

Becky waited. Tom had been looking at her throughout, but his eyes were distant, unfocused.

‘Good. Well done, Becky.’ Tom closed his eyes for a second and she saw his shoulders move up then down as if he was trying to get himself under control.

‘We’ve got bugger all to go on, if we’re honest about it,’ he said. ‘What exactly do we know?’

And so it had begun, the trawl through the information on whoever had taken Natasha in the first place, who had brought her back and who had taken Ollie. They had just about nothing.

Tom’s phone beeped in his pocket. He pulled it out and read the screen, suddenly pushing himself forwards, sitting upright in his chair for the first time.

He raised his eyes from the phone and looked straight at Becky. Her heart rate increased. Tom’s expression said it all.

‘A text from Emma. It’s moving. Whatever they want, whatever is planned, according to Natasha, it’s going to happen tomorrow,’ he said.

*

Alone in his office once more, frustration was coursing through Tom’s veins. He had now selected and briefed a small team to work on the kidnap, and they were pursuing every line of enquiry they could think of, but he felt they were working completely blind.

His personal mobile phone rang.

‘Tom Douglas,’ he answered.

‘Hi Tom, it’s Leo,’ Tom breathed out slowly. He had forgotten to tell Leo he wouldn’t be home – maybe not at all – tonight. He realised he had no idea how she would react on the rare occasions that he might have to be secretive.

‘Bollocks. I’m sorry, Leo – I’m a useless cretin. Look, I’ll call you back. Sorry – we can’t use my personal mobile at the moment. Give me two minutes.’

He hung up. This was the number that Emma would use if she needed him, and he couldn’t be tied up talking to Leo if she wanted to get through.

He quickly dialled Leo’s number on his office phone.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I need to leave my other line free.’

‘Is it Lucy?’ Leo asked, the concern showing in her voice. She had met Lucy a few times, and they were getting along better on each occasion. There had been a slight wariness on Lucy’s part to start with, but Leo had been sensitive to any possible jealousy.

‘No, nothing like that. It’s work, but I can’t go into it. Sorry.’

There was a brief silence – as if for a moment she hadn’t believed him. Tom felt an unexpected flash of irritation, although Leo’s next words betrayed nothing.

‘I wanted to know if I should put my limited skills to the test and make something for supper,’ she said. She was a fairly useless cook, but he didn’t want to undermine her completely.

‘I would love you to cook me supper, but it’s highly unlikely that I’m going to be home at all tonight. If I am, it’ll be the early hours.’

‘What’s up? I thought your current cases were all in hand.’

‘Hah. Unfortunately crime in Manchester is relentless. There is no such thing as clearing your caseload, I can promise you that. Some bastard is sure to do something that needs attention the minute you think you’re on top of things. But this is different. I need to stay and sort this. Sorry,’ he said again.

‘And you’re not going to tell me what it is?’

‘I can’t.’

‘Oh well, I’ve got loads of reading to do anyway. The question is, shall I stay here – I’m at yours – or should I go home?’

‘Let’s just say I hope and pray that if I get home, and it’s a big if, it will be to your warm, naked body in my bed. Is that okay?’

There was a soft chuckle down the line. That’s better, he thought.

‘Wake me when you get in, then. I wouldn’t mind some of your warm, naked body while we’re on the subject.’

For a moment, all thoughts of Jack and Ollie disappeared as his mind conjured up a picture of Leo, her long dark hair spread across the pillow and her beautiful slender body lying waiting for him.

‘You’ve gone quiet, Tom?’ she said, the laughter still evident in her voice. ‘Glad I’ve cheered you up. You sounded very grouchy when I called. Oh – before I go, you’ve got a message on your answerphone. Do you want me to play it to you?

His mind now firmly back on the job, Tom answered. ‘Yes please.’

He heard Leo’s footsteps on the bare wooden floorboards of his hall, going softer as she walked across the rug. Then a click.

‘This is a message for Mr Tom Douglas. My name is Raoul Charteris calling from Honegger, Wyss & Cie in Switzerland. We have received your request regarding the account beginning with the numbers and letters 53696C766. It appears you are the beneficiary named on the account. However, there are some irregularities regarding the account that we need to discuss with you before we can proceed further. Please give me a call on +41 43 733 5360 at your earliest convenience. I’m keen that we speak as soon as possible, Mr Douglas, so this number will get through to me at any time.’
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The night was very still, and through the open curtains of Ollie’s bedroom window Emma could see a thin crescent moon and a sprinkling of stars. She wanted the window and the curtains to be open. She needed to see the sky and the moon that would be looking down on Ollie, smell the air that he would be breathing, wherever he was. Somehow, by closing the curtains it was as if she was creating a cocoon of comfort that excluded her son, so she had pushed them as far back as possible, feeling that she could reflect her thoughts and love from the stars down to her baby.

She had started the night lying next to David, hoping they could give each other some support, but that was harder than it seemed. How could she sympathise with his feelings for his daughter – the girl who had stolen Ollie? They seemed to be separated by a chasm a mile wide.

David had eventually fallen into a fitful sleep. She didn’t know how he could but she also knew he was exhausted, and she suspected from the smell of his breath that he had resorted to drinking brandy to numb his pain. Since they had known that ‘it’ was going to be tomorrow, there had been no reason for David to resist the lure of alcohol. She couldn’t drink, though. What if Ollie needed her?

She had to feel close to her baby. Ollie’s bedroom was where she wanted to be, and as soon as she was sure David was sleeping, she had escaped their bed and rushed to the place she felt closest to her son.

Emma wondered what was going through Natasha’s head now. It was so hard to reconcile the young, frail-looking girl with the kid standing before them, telling them that nothing they did would frighten her.

Then she reminded herself that children much younger than Natasha were fighting wars in the Middle East and being trained to kill, and she’d seen a documentary on the television that said as many as five hundred children in the UK under fourteen had been found guilty and sentenced for violent crimes in the last twelve months. Much as it beggared belief, perhaps Natasha’s behaviour wasn’t as incredible as it seemed.

Emma pulled a blanket over her legs. She didn’t really know why she had got ready for bed at all. Even though she had hardly slept since Natasha had arrived days ago, she couldn’t bear the thought of closing her eyes. What if she missed something important? What if they brought Ollie back and couldn’t get in – left him outside crying – and she was asleep? Or what if he was ill and they panicked? She had to be awake, alert, ready for anything if it meant getting Ollie back.

Just one thin wall separated her from the cause of their problems. One wall. There was no doubt that Natasha would have barricaded herself into her room, but Emma formed thoughts like spears to penetrate the wall and get inside Natasha’s head.

‘How could you do this to your baby brother?’ she asked silently, directing the flow of her thoughts by imagining Natasha’s sleeping form. ‘What did this baby ever do to hurt you? What did any of us do to hurt you?’

Her focus was so intense that she almost missed it.

What was that?

It was a noise. Natasha was moving around in her bedroom. Emma lay still, focusing all of her strength on listening to the sounds from the next room. She could make out a hum that sounded as if it could be a voice, but it was so low that it was nothing more than a distant murmur.

Yes, it was definitely a voice and then Emma heard one word, louder than the rest, but with a distinct edge of despair. ‘Why?’ And then nothing. Just the sound of the wind rustling the leaves of the holly tree outside the window.

Emma crept from the chair towards the door. Even though there was no Ollie, she had left his door ajar out of habit. Shutting it would have simply underlined what she already knew: Ollie wasn’t there. But now she was glad, because she thought she might hear better. She sat down on the floor beside the open door, pulling her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around them.

The murmuring had stopped. There was silence for a few moments, then Emma heard a different sound – a drawer being slowly and carefully pulled out.

What was going on?

She sensed, rather than heard, movement in the next bedroom, the sounds so subtle that they were only recognisable because she was listening so intently. But then there was a noise that was clear. It was the sound of Natasha’s door opening.

Emma shuffled quickly back from the doorway into the shadow of the room as Natasha tiptoed along the landing, silently creeping down the stairs.

*

Emma waited behind the bedroom door, listening to the sounds of the house. She was certain that David hadn’t put the alarm on before going to bed. She’d asked him not to – in case somebody broke in to bring Ollie back.

It took Emma less than two seconds to decide: if Natasha was going somewhere, Emma was going after her. She didn’t know if Tom was wrong and the house was being watched, but right now she didn’t care. She wanted to know what Natasha was up to.

Where on earth could she be going? Emma heard the back door open and then close quietly. Please, Natasha, don’t take the key and lock the door from the outside, she prayed.

Glancing at her navy-blue pyjama bottoms and thinking they would have to do, she darted into their bedroom, grabbed a black jumper from where she had thrown it earlier and ran down the stairs, not bothering to mask the sound of her footsteps. David wouldn’t wake up. He seemed to have trained himself to sleep through anything – including Ollie’s occasional bad nights – and Natasha was already gone. Emma just hoped she could catch up with her.

Stopping to grab a pair of moccasin slippers with rubber soles that would make no sound on the road, she quietly opened the back door and slipped outside, pulling the door closed behind her. It was bitterly cold, but Emma barely noticed.

Keeping to the grass rather than the gravel of the drive, she ran to the gate and looked both ways. The moon wasn’t very bright, but she could see a moving shadow to her left, heading towards the very same wood where she had met Tom earlier. If she followed now, she would be exposed. She thought quickly. The other side of the road had a steep grass verge and a tall hedge. If she could make it over there, it wouldn’t be the obvious place to look if Natasha checked to see if she was being followed. Emma waited a couple of seconds and then risked the quick dash across the road and up the verge, standing still for a few seconds.

Natasha slowed down and glanced over her left shoulder to where Emma had been only moments before. Emma held her breath. Natasha turned back and carried on walking, and as she moved forwards Emma crept along the hedge, keeping her head low. Natasha took the first path into the wood.

Giving her prey a moment or two to get further away from the road, Emma waited until she thought it was safe, then ran back across the narrow strip of black tarmac to the edge of the pathway.

It was completely silent in the wood. There was no wind, and they were too far from town to hear any traffic noise. Emma could hear herself breathing, her breaths short and sharp with fear. The sky was clear with only a sliver of moon to give any light, and the leaves that had littered the paths since autumn were crisp with frost, certain to crunch as she walked. With no other sounds of the night to disguise her movement, she stood stock still.

Guessing that Natasha would be heading to the little clearing where Emma had met Tom, she took a chance and decided to skirt the wood, keeping to the field where the soft grass would absorb the sound of her footsteps, hoping to see and hear everything from the cover of the sparse trees.

Staying low, she crept into the field, keeping to the very edge of the trees. She could hear Natasha crunching along the path. Emma stopped as the sounds grew louder. The girl was heading her way. Suddenly Natasha was in view, not ten metres away, standing still and looking around her. Emma crouched even lower, dropping her head so the weak moonlight wouldn’t pick out her white face.

Natasha was on the move again, this time with purpose and direction. She was striding further into the wood and Emma knew she would have to follow. She could hear voices. One was unmistakably Natasha’s. The other voice was a man’s.

Emma crept closer, watching the ground to avoid the biggest patches of frozen leaves. The voices became clearer.

‘You’re a stupid bugger, Shelley,’ the man said, his voice tense with suppressed anger.

Emma peered around the trunk of the tree. She couldn’t see anybody apart from Natasha. Who was Shelley?

‘If we fuck this up, it’s not just you that’s going be screwed – it’s me too – and I don’t like being messed with. Are you hearing me? I need you to tell me you’ve got this. And I want to watch your face, because you’d better not be lying to me.’

Emma edged closer still. She could see the man now. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was stocky with a belly, wearing ill-fitting jeans and a brown leather jacket. She looked at his face. What moonlight there was illuminated his features; the man’s hair was slicked back and greasy, and his face looked oddly scarred until she realised that the disjointed reflections of light from his skin were due to pockmarking, probably from his teenage years. The scowl on his face said that Natasha – or Shelley as he called her – was in trouble.

Natasha bravely looked him in the eye, but Emma could see her hands, clenching and unclenching.

‘I told you yesterday, Rory – it’s not my fault the pigs came. I told David I wouldn’t speak to them. But they’d been to see him at work because of that girl who was found dead. They thought it was me.’

‘I bet he wishes it had been, now.’ The man gave a throaty laugh and spat on the floor.

‘Tell me it wasn’t Izzy. It wasn’t, was it?’ Emma heard a note of distress in Natasha’s voice. Who’s Izzy, she thought.

‘How the fuck do I know who it was?’

‘So you haven’t found her, then?’

‘I’m not here to talk about your stupid little friend, Shelley. She didn’t know when she was lucky, that one, and you shouldn’t have told her you were going to take the baby. I thought you knew better.’

‘She won’t tell anybody, I promise.’

‘Not if she’s dead, she won’t.’ He laughed. ‘Forget her. We’re here to sort out how you’re going to manage the filth if they come sniffing again, and I need to know why they came back.’

Emma had manoeuvred herself slowly into a position where she could see Natasha’s face, and she saw a momentary glimpse of fear on the girl’s face that she quickly tried to disguise. But not quickly enough.

‘Jesus, you silly bitch. Do you think we don’t know when they come calling? At least you’ve planted the bugs now so we can hear what they’re saying, but what did they want yesterday?’

Natasha looked at the ground and kicked some leaves backwards and forwards.

‘Same old,’ she said. ‘Just trying to get me to tell where I’d been – how I’d got back. Just having another go.’

She was lying. Emma couldn’t imagine why, but Natasha wasn’t telling him about the CCTV footage on the train.

The man reached out and grabbed Natasha’s upper arms. Emma heard a faint squeak of pain, quickly stifled. He shook Natasha hard and pushed his face right up to hers.

‘I need to know you’ve got this, Shelley. You wanted to do it – remember. We had options, but you said you would make it easy for us. What’s going on in that head of yours?’

Natasha looked at him, her face wiped of expression. ‘Nothing. It’s good to see the bastard suffer. It’s not Ollie’s fault, though. He’s a cute baby. Who’s looking after him?’

‘As if I’d tell you that, even if I knew. We do our bit, they do theirs.’ He shook her again, harder. ‘And what have I told you about calling the baby by its name? It’s just “the baby” – okay? It’ll all be over tomorrow night, then you can come home. But if you fuck this up, I’m a dead man, and you know what’ll happen to you, don’t you?’

‘I’m not going to fuck it up. I know what I’m doing.’

‘Well, remember – the only person they know is involved is you. Anything goes wrong, I’ll be long gone before you have a chance to squeal – and you’ll be the one locked up. They’d throw away the key, too – you get life for kidnap, did you know that?’

He let go and pushed her away. Natasha staggered backwards but said nothing, and the man started talking again.

‘This job is worth a fucking fortune, and we’re halfway there. Tomorrow you’ll be told what’s got to happen next. When it’s over, you walk out. You never have to see him again, Shelley, and they’ll never find you.’

Who was he talking about? Who was ‘him’ – Ollie? David? Somebody else?

One thing was clear to Emma, though. The bastard who Natasha wanted to suffer was David. How could she hate him so much?

The man called Rory was talking again, and Emma edged a little closer.

A twig snapped under her foot, its sound like a pistol shot in the silent wood.

His head spun round. He was staring straight at the tree Emma was hiding behind, but it was darker here than in the clearing and she was sure he couldn’t see her. The man started to walk towards her, and for a moment she thought about standing up and running. He wouldn’t catch her – he was too fat. But he would know she’d seen him, and she didn’t know what that would mean for Ollie.

The man was getting closer.

‘Rory,’ Natasha said, her voice an urgent whisper. ‘I’d better get back.’

He turned round. ‘There was a noise over there. Didn’t you hear it?’ he asked.

Natasha shook her head. ‘There’s lots of noises – it’s the countryside. You’re just not used to it. Probably a rabbit or something. Anyway, I need to go. Emma’s a right cow. She snoops around the place in the middle of the night, and I don’t want her to know I’m missing.’

He turned and walked back towards Natasha. Reaching out one beefy hand, he fastened it tight around her neck, lifting her slight body off the ground and pinning her to a tree.

Natasha groped behind her to try to hold on to something, stretched out her toes, but they didn’t reach the ground. Emma saw the panic in her eyes as she struggled to breathe, gagging sounds coming from her throat. She was going to have to do something if he didn’t let the girl go soon.

‘There are those above me who aren’t as soft-hearted as me – you know that,’ he said. Her head hard back against the rough bark, Natasha was looking away from her captor as if fearful of seeing the menace in his face. ‘You don’t want to get on the wrong side of them, do you? I’m a pussycat in comparison. So do this job, don’t fuck me around and do it right.’

He slackened his grip on her neck slightly and her head lolled forwards. Instantly he tightened it again, and her head banged hard against the tree. He pushed his face right up against Natasha’s and then pulled his arm away quickly. The girl fell to the floor, but was on her feet in a second, like a cage fighter wary of a flying boot.

‘Now bugger off before you’re missed.’

Natasha started to bring her hand up as if to rub her neck – but seemed to think better of it. Giving the man one last haunted look, she turned round and head down, shoulders hunched, she disappeared into the night.

Emma waited. The man stood and watched Natasha go, spat on the ground again, then turned to head in the opposite direction.

More than anything, Emma wanted to grab a huge tree branch, chase after him and hit him as hard as she could then hold him down and force him to tell her where Ollie was. But she had no chance. He was double her size and she had the feeling he wouldn’t hesitate to snap her neck if he thought she was trouble. But there was one thing she could do. Follow him and get his registration number, because he was bound to have travelled by car.

Edging round the side of the wood, she headed towards the road, her plan being to hide at the corner of the wood until the man called Rory had passed her.

Suddenly behind her she heard the roar of an engine. Flinging herself to the ground so she wouldn’t be spotted in the blinding headlight, she watched as a powerful motorbike sped past her, her pupils too contracted to be able to read the number plate as it receded into the distance.

*

Natasha made her way silently back to the house, her feet dragging along the path, brooding on everything Rory had said. Her neck and throat hurt, and so did the back of her head. But the pain was nothing in comparison to the sick feeling of panic in her gut when she thought of the things she had kept from him.

She hadn’t dared tell Rory about the photos on the train. She’d been really stupid, looking at Rick the way she had, but he was good-looking and he always smiled at her. Smiles felt like precious gifts in her world, and she held them close until their warmth faded. If the police caught Rick, though – and they were bound to be looking because of her stupidity – it would all be over.

They’ll know where he lives, and they’ll know about me.

If she’d told Rory, he could have stopped Rick from doing the skunk run, and he’d be safe. But she’d stayed quiet, knowing how mad Rory would have been. He was mad at her anyway for even speaking to the police, and for telling Izzy so much, but if he found out about the CCTV on the train – and worse, that she hadn’t told him – that would be it. She’d be thrown in The Pit.

She hated The Pit – after those first few times she had always done everything they asked so she wouldn’t get thrown in there. But sometimes it wasn’t punishment for something she had done – it was because of what they wanted her to do – or maybe because Rory was in a nasty mood. A mistake like this, though, and that’s where she’d be. No food, little water, no heat, no light – until she begged for mercy.

There would be no mercy if she screwed this up. Izzy hadn’t even done anything, and she’d still got two weeks in The Pit – to make her docile, according to Rory - then she was shipped off to be one of Julie’s girls. She’d lasted just a week before she had gone missing, and who could blame her? She was only thirteen, same as Tasha. Those greasy fat bastards who paid Julie for girls like Izzy made Tasha want to puke.

She kicked a stone on the path. She could cope with nicking phones, ferrying drugs, other stuff like that. But she didn’t want to go to Julie’s.

It was stupid to think of running, though. Nobody was allowed to escape from this world. Once you were in, you were in for life – a different kind of prison. One without locks on the doors. But run away and it wouldn’t be Rory Slater who she had to worry about. They would send Finn McGuinness to find her.

Was that what had happened to Izzy?

He looked so ordinary, did Finn. Smart, even. But everybody understood what he was, and nobody ever crossed him. Rory was bloody terrified of him. And even Finn had to answer to another boss – a name that was never mentioned – a man who Tasha had never met. She never wanted to.

Finn and Rory had made this job sound so easy: make David suffer for what he had done; take the baby for a walk – he won’t be away for long. It was easier than most of her jobs. She just had to make sure nobody called the police, and that was a doddle. And when it was all over, she could walk away and go home. Easy.

Except it wasn’t. Blanking people was a breeze – she’d done that all her life, or at least the part she could remember. Fixing phones, planting bugs, being bolshie – piece of cake. But she hadn’t expected to think Ollie was cute. She hadn’t expected him to like her. It felt good when he called her name and gave her one of his smiles. And now everybody was in pieces.

Natasha was staggered by the pain her actions had caused. David kept crying; she’d never seen a bloke cry before, except on the telly. An image of him crying when he had lost her six years ago came into her head, but she pushed it away. She couldn’t imagine Rory crying, or Rick for that matter. They wouldn’t. Rory had always beaten the hell out of her and all the other kids if they cried for nothing. ‘I’ll give you something to cry about,’ he always said.

They all soon learned, just as Natasha had done.

She’d cried tonight, though. She had cried for the life she should have lived – the life that had been stolen from her and her mum. But she hadn’t cried like Emma did. Emma sounded as if somebody was hacking her into small pieces with an axe.

And then Natasha got it. Maybe that was how it felt to really love somebody.

She wouldn’t know.
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‘Shit,’ Emma muttered as she tried the back door. Natasha must have gone into the house this way and locked it. It was obvious when Emma thought about it. She sat down on a rickety old garden bench, waiting for her heart to stop thudding so she could focus on what to do now.

What if he’d seen me?

Following Natasha had been a risk, but now she had a name. No surname, but Rory was an unusual name and she prayed it would mean something to Tom. It had to. It was the only lead they had.

She started to shiver.

Where are you, my lovely Ollie? Are you warm enough?

The dull ache of loss turned to a sharp pain, and she wrapped her arms tightly round her body, swaying backwards and forwards to try to ease the agony, a soft moan escaping from her dry lips. She went over and over every word she had heard, everything she knew, wondering if she had missed some clue, something that would lead her to Ollie, until finally her mind became blank, numb.

Emma didn’t know how long she had been sitting outside, but she couldn’t stay out here until morning. Her whole body was shaking uncontrollably now, and she would be no good to Ollie if she made herself ill.

She had no idea how she was going to get back in the house. David had told her that there was a spare key hidden somewhere in case they locked themselves out, but she couldn’t remember where it was.

A wave of hopelessness washed over her, and she reached out to try the back door again. It swung open at her touch.

What?

She had been certain it was locked. Her frozen fingers mustn’t have pressed down hard enough on the handle.

She pushed the door back fully, and walked into the warm kitchen, kicking off her slippers to let the underfloor heating thaw her icy feet a little. She didn’t switch any lights on. The bright spotlights would cast a beam into the garden and Natasha might see them.

Emma knew her way around her kitchen by touch; she made her way over to the kettle and switched it on. The indicator light glowed blue as the kettle came to the boil, giving just enough light for Emma to see the mugs on the shelf above. She pulled one down and turned towards the fridge.

The mug dropped from her hands, shattering into pieces on the tiled floor. Standing right behind her, less than a metre away was Natasha, her grey-green eyes reflecting twin pinpricks of bright blue light from the kettle, a finger against her lips.

Emma’s heart leaped in her chest. The water boiled and the indicator light went out, plunging the kitchen back into darkness. A hand reached out and grabbed Emma’s sleeve, pulling her out through the kitchen door and into the hall. The kitchen door was closed quietly.

‘My God, Natasha – what are you doing here in the dark?’ Emma whispered, her voice hoarse.

‘Why did you follow me?’

‘What are you talking about? I wanted a bit of fresh air so I went outside for a few minutes. You can hardly expect me to sleep when you’ve stolen my baby, can you?’

Natasha stood inches from Emma’s face, a trickle of light from the landing painting pale grey patterns on the girl’s cheekbones, leaving her eyes and lips black.

‘Have you got any idea what would have happened if you’d been found out there, watching us, listening? Do you know what he’d have done if he’d found you?’

Emma shook her head. ‘What could he possibly have done that would be worse than he’s done already?’

Natasha pushed her face even closer to Emma’s.

‘He’d have killed you, you silly bitch,’ she whispered.

Emma stared at her.

‘You’ve got no idea, have you? These men order hits on people for insulting their wives, and you heard him admit to kidnapping your baby. What do you think he would’ve done?’

‘And why do you care about that, Tasha?’ Emma asked, the stupidity of her behaviour suddenly hitting her.

‘I don’t. But if he’d killed you, there’d have been a witness. Me. And they don’t like witnesses. Too messy.’

Emma turned back towards the kitchen, not wanting Natasha to see the fear reflected in her eyes. She spoke with her back to the girl.

‘And what would he think if he knew you’d lied to him? Why didn’t you tell him that the police have you on camera? I guess he wouldn’t have liked that either, would he?’

There was silence, broken only by the ticking of the hall clock.

‘Just remember, I saved your life. I won’t do it again.’

Emma felt a slight movement behind her and knew that Natasha had gone.
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It was two o’clock in the morning by the time Tom inserted the key in the front door of his Edwardian semi and made his way quietly upstairs. He opened the door to the master bedroom, and there – as he had hoped – lay Leo, lying as she always did with the duvet up to her armpits but her arms outside the covers and her feet poking out to one side.

Deciding to shower in the main bathroom rather than the en suite so he wouldn’t disturb Leo, he emptied his pockets of keys and phones and placed them quietly on the chest of drawers. Tempting as it was to strip off, climb into bed, and gently wake Leo from her peaceful slumber, he wanted a hot shower to wash away some of the stains that today had left on him, and after nearly twenty hours in the same clothes a shower was a necessity as much as a desire.

He’d had precious little time to think about anything for the past few hours other than young Oliver Joseph. All thoughts of Jack that had tried to surface were pushed firmly to the back of his mind. And then there was the bank to think about too. What irregularities could there be with Jack’s account? Tom was going to give any money that was in the account to charity anyway, so it was probably just a matter of paperwork, but it might give him a few more answers. He’d already couriered notarised copies of his passport to the bank to prove that he was who he said he was, and he would try to find time to phone them in the next few days.

His mind buzzing but his body exhausted, Tom turned the shower off, dried himself and walked naked across the landing into the bedroom. He pulled back the covers and slid into bed. He needed sleep, but he needed Leo more and he knew she would welcome him if he woke her. She would drive out thoughts of a missing baby and a dead girl – just for a few moments – and ease the tension in his limbs.

In sleep Leo was beautiful. Her face was turned towards him, one arm stretched above her head. He leaned in and kissed her gently on the mouth as his hand snaked under the covers and found her flesh, warm and inviting.

Without opening her eyes, her arm came down and around Tom, pulling him towards her, and she rolled on her side, wrapping her leg around his thigh.

‘Hi,’ she murmured, running her hand lightly down his back, coming to rest on his hip.

Tom’s mind emptied of everything but Leo as he slowly brought her fully awake, giving her time to come round from whatever place she was visiting in her dreams. He stroked her hair away from her face and kissed her again, then buried his face in her neck to find her collarbone, a place she loved him to touch, and she groaned softly in his ear.

Gradually the groaning sound took on a different tone, and he felt Leo’s shoulders stiffen.

‘Shit,’ he muttered as he recognised the sound of his mobile vibrating on the chest of drawers. ‘Sorry, Leo. I can’t ignore this.’

Tom could feel Leo’s eyes following him as he walked towards the chest of drawers, and he heard a moan of frustration.

‘Come back to bed, Tom. You can’t leave me now.’

He had no choice. It wasn’t a call, though. It was a text.

Tasha’s been living with man called Rory. Drives a big motorbike, not a Harley. Calls her Shelley. Ollie’s not with him.

It’s definitely going to happen tomorrow - today now, I suppose. Natasha asked about dead girl - asked if it was Izzy.

Don’t know any more than that. Emma.

He turned to look at Leo, both palms upwards in a gesture of hopelessness.

‘Who is it?’ Leo asked.

Tom shook his head. ‘Sorry, I can’t say. I have to go, though.’

Leo’s frown lasted no more than a second or two.

‘Go,’ she said, ‘before I jump out of this bed and grab you.’

‘Sorry,’ Tom said again, snatching up a handful of clothes and making for the door.

‘And stop apologising,’ was Leo’s parting shot.

Tom closed the door quietly behind him and made the call.

‘Becky? Sorry about this. My office, half an hour please. Get the rest of the team too, if you can. We need to work quickly.’
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Day Five

The side of the bed dipped as Emma slowly became aware that sunlight was flooding in through the open curtains. The early-morning torpor seeped away as the horror of yesterday flooded through her veins, and she sat up abruptly, pain ripping through her – undiminished by the passing hours.

Ollie. I miss you, sweetheart.

David was perched on the side of the bed, and she noticed a mug of tea on the bedside table, its mottled surface telling her it was cold.

‘You managed to sleep, then,’ David said.

It was true. She couldn’t believe that after everything that had happened she had actually slept. Maybe knowing that Ollie wasn’t coming home any time soon had lifted the burden of waiting for long enough for her to get a few short hours of restless sleep. But now, he filled her heart and mind again.

Ollie.

Emma’s whole body craved the feel of his soft skin, the sound of his shouting and laughter, his warm milky smell after his last bottle of the day. How could pain that wasn’t inflicted by a physical assault hurt so much? How could emotional distress turn into this agonising emptiness? She could touch the parts of her that ached, but she knew of no analgesic that would relieve the pain.

She didn’t have to say any of this to David. She knew he would be feeling it too, and so much more.

‘I didn’t mean to sleep so long, but I was still awake at four and then I guess exhaustion took over. How are you?’

‘Pretty shitty, as I’m sure you are. I must have woken up as you went to sleep. It was your feet that woke me. They were like blocks of ice – you must have had them outside the covers or something. But I couldn’t get back to sleep after that, and I thought I’d disturb you with my tossing and turning, so I went downstairs.’

Emma could remember coming to bed, still shivering, her whole body reacting not only to the cold, but also to Natasha’s grim warning. She desperately wanted to tell David what had happened, what she had learned and how she had sneaked into Ollie’s room to text Tom before she got into bed, but suddenly she remembered what Tom had told her. There was a bug in their bedroom, and anything she said would be heard by somebody, somewhere.

Emma pushed back the covers.

‘I’m going to have a bath – I need to clear my head. Come and talk to me?’

‘I’ll go and make you a fresh mug of tea and bring it with me.’

He leaned towards her and they wrapped their arms round each other in a tight hug. A fraction of the pain seeped out of Emma’s limbs, only to return the minute they let each other go.

*

The bath water was scalding hot, but Emma welcomed the stinging sensation on her flesh. She thought about those deeply religious people who engaged in self-flagellation – something she had always thought of as indescribably stupid. She could almost appreciate it now – maybe the physical pain helped to relieve some inner emotional pain that nobody else could understand.

The door nudged open.

‘Christ, it’s like a Turkish bath in here. Can I open the window, Em? I can’t actually see you through the steam.’

‘No, please don’t. Sorry – if it’s too hot for you, take your jumper off or something.’ Emma didn’t know if their voices would carry through an open window but she wasn’t prepared to risk it.

‘I’ll leave the door open, then.’

‘No, shut it please, David. In case Tasha comes in and hears us.’

She was certain that wouldn’t happen, but their voices might reach the bug in the bedroom.

In her mind, Emma had a hundred things to discuss with David. But she wasn’t sure that he would be able to handle the fact that she had involved the police. It wasn’t worth the risk of telling him.

‘Listen, David, I know how much you want to protect Tasha. She’s your little girl and you love her. I totally understand that. Whatever she does, your love for her is unconditional and undiminished. But I noticed yesterday that when I talked about how Ollie loves her – when I put the pressure on – she wobbled. Only a bit, but she wobbled. I’m going to work on her from that angle.’

‘Work on her? Jesus, Emma, somehow that sounds so callous. You make her sound like a seasoned criminal.’

Emma resisted the temptation to mention drug mules or abducted babies.

‘We both want the same thing,’ she said in a calm voice that belied her inner turmoil. ‘She told us yesterday that whatever they want it’s going to be today. I need to lower Tasha’s defences somehow and I don’t want you to react.’

‘Are you sure that’s the right strategy? We don’t know what they want, yet, and if we upset Tasha too much isn’t there a chance that this will all go horribly wrong?’

Emma frowned. ‘What do you mean? Surely they just want money from us?’

‘I doubt it. I’m not sure that makes sense,’ David said. ‘Why take our child? We’re not rich or famous – there must be better options around than us.’

‘So what the hell is it?’ Emma sank lower in the bath, suddenly cold at the thought that Tom’s wealth might not be the solution she had been hoping for. She watched David’s face and couldn’t push away the thought that he was hiding something from her

‘Maybe they want to coerce us into doing something for them – something criminal.’

What? What could he possibly mean? What if they wanted David to plant a bomb that would kill three thousand people, or walk into a bank and shoot innocent women and children – men too, come to that? Would he be able to do it? Would he hold a gun to a child’s head if they asked him to, to save Ollie?

Emma burst into tears and David leaned over and grabbed her – pulling her close, oblivious to the hot water soaking through his shirt.

‘It’s okay, Em. I can do it. I know I can. But if you feel better trying to get Tasha onside, I’ll support you.’

Emma held on to David tightly. She needed to feel his arms round her. She didn’t want to let go of everything they’d always had together, but, close as his body was to hers, Emma could sense a wall growing between them. It felt as if David knew what these people were going to ask, and she was more convinced than ever that there was something he wasn’t telling her.
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The early hours of the morning had reaped unexpected results for Tom’s team. By 4 a.m. everybody had been briefed and a plan had been agreed.

The name Rory had been the clue, particularly when coupled with the motorbike. Desperate as Tom was to scan the police database to see if anybody by that name had a criminal record, he was wary of doing anything on a computer. If somebody inside HQ was working for this bunch, a search for the name Rory might be flagged. He couldn’t risk it.

He and Becky had realised they needed somebody from the organised crime team – somebody with experience of drugs and their dealers. Natasha’s behaviour on the train and the suspicion of her involvement in the distribution of drugs was the only tenuous link they had to a criminal gang, so Philippa had recommended a colleague of hers from her inspector days – DS Andy Hughes. He had been working under cover for a couple of years and was just getting back into a slightly less dangerous role as a regular detective. Beard gone, hair shorn to quarter of an inch all over, body toned from hours in the gym, he was unrecognisable. At least, that’s what he obviously hoped. Only the depths of his dark-brown eyes gave any hint of the strain of the job he had done for all that time.

His involvement on the team paid off immediately as Tom described the person Emma had seen with Natasha.

‘I think I know who this is, sir,’ Andy said. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s Rory Slater – from out Cadishead way. Lives in a big, run-down Victorian house with his wife – Donna, she’s called – and a massive brood of kids. He’s small fry – just distribution. He wasn’t one of my targets, but I knew who he was. Rory was clearly shit-scared of whoever was pulling his strings. This gang’s the real deal, I’m sorry to say.’

‘How do you think he ended up with Natasha, then?’ Becky asked.

Andy shook his head. ‘I don’t know. My best guess is that some lowlife found her and thought she might be useful. Perhaps he thought there’d be a price on her head, or something, and he’d be able to cash in. When there wasn’t, he was landed with her. Unless you’re a complete numpty you don’t go trying to extort money from the dad when he’s surrounded by police, as David Joseph would have been at that time. And there are so many kids in Rory’s house that one more wouldn’t be noticed – half of them don’t seem to bother with anything as mundane as school. I’m sure he finds other uses for them.’

It had felt like a major breakthrough, but it was disappointing – if unsurprising – to find that Rory Slater was at the bottom of the food chain when it came to this group.

According to Emma, Rory claimed he didn’t have Ollie. Tom was desperate to get into that house, though. He had to be absolutely certain that Ollie wasn’t there but at the same time, he couldn’t risk alerting the gang by ordering a full-scale raid. A more subtle approach was required.

They were going to put the Slaters under surveillance and Becky started to set the wheels in motion.

‘Any chance Slater would recognise you, Andy, if you went in as a detective looking into something involving one of his kids?’ Tom asked.

‘Nope – even my own mum didn’t recognise me when I was under cover. I wore contacts to change my eye colour, so it would take somebody a tad brighter than Rory Slater, who’s never actually met me, to recognise me as the same pisshead who was in the pub a couple of times when he was there. And he never heard me speak.’

‘Okay, we’ll set up the surveillance, but I’d like to get a feel for what goes on in that house, and we need to know if Ollie’s there. That would certainly make things easier. We’ll wire you up, Andy, so we can listen in. You okay with this?’

Andy gave a nonchalant shrug and Tom knew that an assignment like this was nothing to him.

The surveillance team had identified a row of shops opposite the Slater home with vans coming and going all day, so their vehicle wasn’t going to stand out at all, and everything was in place by ten o’clock in the morning. Already the wide, toy-strewn front garden of Rory Slater’s house in Cadishead was full of kids.

From the van, Tom watched as Andy pushed open a wooden gate that was hanging off its hinges. A couple of the children looked at him enquiringly, but the other three ignored him.

‘Is your mum in, son?’ Andy asked one of the boys. Tom could hear him clearly.

The boy grunted a noncommittal response.

‘Your dad?’

‘Nah – he’ll be down the bookie’s. We won’t see him till dinner.’ This sounded like a younger voice, and Tom could see Andy crouching down to the level of one of the children. Andy fished a picture out of his inside pocket. It was a photo of the boy from the train.

‘Is this one of your brothers?’ he asked, keeping his voice level and friendly.

‘Never seen him before,’ came the reply. Even from the van, Tom could see that the boy hadn’t even glanced at the picture. These kids were trained from an early age, it seemed.

A girl of about nine strode up to them and stopped dead, hands on hips.

‘Whoever you are, piss off.’

Andy spoke calmly to her.

‘Be a good girl and go and tell your mum that I want to see her, will you?’

‘No. She don’t like bad news. Who are you, any road?’

‘I’m DC Hughes.’ They’d agreed that he would play down his rank. It was unlikely they would check his warrant card.

‘DC short for Dick, is it,’ she muttered with a laugh at what she thought was an original joke. She turned and went back into the house, and Andy followed. They could no longer see him, but they could hear every word.

‘Nice banner, kids. Welcome home, Shell.’

There was a clatter in the background.

‘Steady on, son – we don’t want you falling off that ladder.’

There was a grunt in the background and what sounded like ‘fuck off’ but Tom couldn’t be sure.

‘That’s a nice welcome message for somebody,’ Andy said. ‘Who’s Shell?’

‘She’s our sister.’ It sounded like a little girl speaking.

‘Shut up, idiot,’ an older voice growled. ‘And you – piss off. You shouldn’t be in here without a warrant.’

Andy refrained from responding, but Tom could picture his expression of mild disdain. In his experience it was always best when kids tried to rile you to treat them with contempt. Most didn’t have the confidence to continue with their abuse if they thought they were being mocked.

‘Who’s the candle for?’ Andy asked

‘What’s all the bloody noise about?’ The voice came from somewhere further away and was quite faint, growing in volume as the speaker got closer to Andy. Nobody answered.

‘Mrs Slater?’ Andy said. There was the sound of a baby crying and the listeners in the van stiffened for a moment. ‘Cute baby,’ Andy said. ‘What is she, about eight months?’

Clever guy, Tom thought.

‘She’s nine months, not that it’s any of your bleeding business,’ the woman muttered, an aggressive note cutting through the wheezing tones of too many cigarettes.

‘If you’ve come about the kids and school, you can sod off. I do me best, but there are twelve of ’em, and I ain’t got a car. Sometimes we walk, but I’m not too good on me legs – so tell me what I’m supposed to do, will you?’

‘Twelve kids – that’s quite a handful,’ Andy said conversationally. ‘All yours, are they?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing – I wondered if you fostered, that’s all.’

‘A few are me sister’s kids. She doesn’t like ’em much, so they’ve come to live with me.’

Tom made a note to check up on Donna Slater’s sister as soon as Andy was out of the house.

‘So what do you want, then? My Rory’ll be back soon, and he don’t like you lot, so best make it snappy.’

‘We’ve only got one question, Mrs Slater,’ Andy said. ‘Do you know this lad?’ There was a brief pause.

‘Look at the picture, Mrs Slater,’ he said. ‘I mean it – look at it properly.’

‘Don’t recognise him,’ was her only response after all of two seconds, followed by a brief bout of coughing.

There wasn’t a sound from the Slater’s living room. It was as if the children had left, or maybe each child was holding his or her breath to see what Donna Slater would say. Suddenly it was filled with sound again as if a button had been pressed, and Tom guessed that there had been some silent communication between the woman and the kids.

‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Slater. Hope you have a happy reunion with your daughter when she gets back.’

‘How the fuck do you know about that?’ came the angry response.

‘Call it intuition, Mrs Slater. Or perhaps it could be something to do with that bloody great banner on your wall.’

*

A few minutes later, Tom watched as Andy wrestled with the broken gate and start walking towards them. As he walked he started to talk.

‘They know the lad. No doubt about it. If you’re right and the girl Natasha is known to them as Shelley, they’re definitely expecting her home tonight or tomorrow. At a guess, the lad you’re interested in from the train was in his bedroom. I saw a little kid get a nod from one of the older ones and sneak off upstairs – I would imagine to tell him to hide. Not that I had any right to search anyway. I don’t think the baby was there, though. I think they would have been more frightened by my visit. The kids look scruffy, but not malnourished. Not the healthiest of specimens – you know, a bit grey-looking rather than pink and rosy – but not skinny and I didn’t see any bruises. Mind you, they all had jumpers on because the house is bloody freezing.’

Andy walked straight past the van without slowing down or looking at it.

‘The kids know what they’re about. Not one of them looked at the picture, probably trained that way because they’re too young to be able to disguise emotion. I got the feeling that the kids stick together, but when they heard Donna coming they all busied themselves. A couple made themselves scarce. But no sign of Rory. I’ll call at the bookie’s – see if he’s there. I’ll let you know if he is. One other thing. They had a candle burning and a picture of a girl propped up behind it. Blonde girl, looked about twelve. See you later.’

Tom gave it five minutes and then exited the van, leaving the surveillance team to do their job. He needed to check how many children should be in that house, whether Donna Slater had a sister and, if she did, whether one of her kids was missing.

*

Across the road from the Slaters’ house, two men sat in a dingy flat above a shabby hairdresser’s. The persistent high-pitched cries of women shrieking to be heard above a background of hairdryers from the salon below was only marginally masked by music blaring out from speakers situated just below the floorboards of the first-floor room.

‘God, this music is doing my head in,’ said one of the men. ‘If I have to listen to another track from bloody Adele, I’ll go down there and personally pull the plug on whatever’s playing that frigging music and crush it underfoot.’

The other guy laughed. ‘Well, it says something that you recognise her music, Jim. Not sure I would admit to that if I were you.’

‘The wife’s favourite – I don’t have much choice at home, but I didn’t think I’d have to suffer that noise all day as well. Mind you, maybe it’s better than the racket those women make. Wah, wah, wah – it’s relentless. What the hell do they find to yabber about?’

The question hung unanswered in the dank air of the drab room in which they were sitting. The dirty, yellowed woodchip wallpaper was peeling away from the plaster, its discolouration enhanced by the number of cigarettes the two men had smoked in the week or so that they had been sitting there. An old brown sofa was pushed against one wall, stuffing escaping from the arms. There was a folding card table and a couple of bent-back chairs that looked as if they had been made in about the same year as the row of shops had been built. As rooms went, it had to be one of the most depressing that either of them had seen for a while.

The lack of home comforts didn’t matter to the two men, though. They had brought their own chairs. Right now, they were both on high alert, a state that Jim put down to the acrid fumes of cheap hair lacquer that seemed to permeate the room. He was sure it was making him high, but at that moment he had other things on his mind.

‘Who the fuck is that?’ he asked, peering through the binoculars set into a stand. With one hand he pressed the trigger release for the camera on a separate tripod. He didn’t need to check the viewfinder – the telephoto lens was permanently focused on the house opposite.

‘I don’t know, but I’m more interested in that van parked outside the halal butchers. It’s been there for forty-five minutes and nobody’s got in or out, and nothing’s been delivered. Given its position, I’d say it’s surveillance. And I’d say it was on the Slaters.’

‘Bloody marvellous. If that’s the case, what’s that other idiot doing walking right in there? Stupid bastard – he’s going to bugger everything up if he’s not careful.’

Jim pushed himself back from the window and the wheels on his chair propelled him to the table behind. He grabbed a packet of cigarettes and wheeled himself back to the window.

They watched for a few more minutes until the man came out of the house and walked up the road.

‘He’s not even glanced at the van, and he’s talking. He’s wired. Give it a minute or two.’

They waited. Finally the side door of the van slid open, and a tall man in dark-blue jeans and a black jacket emerged on the side away from the Slaters’ home.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Jesus. It’s Tom Douglas. He’s a DCI in the Major Incidents Team. What in God’s name is he doing here?’

Jim muttered a string of expletives.

‘We’ve got to stop them before everything goes tits up. Bollocks. This is all we need.’

The man picked up his phone and dialled a number.


35

The table was covered with the remains of three uneaten breakfasts, and the room smelled temptingly of the bacon that remained untouched on plates. Cooking was something that Emma felt she could do to keep her body occupied while her mind spun in circles. Just sitting had never been something she had managed easily, and any problems in her past had always resulted in bursts of energy. It wasn’t only that, though. Unlike David, she was aware that the conversation in the kitchen was being listened to, and much as she was determined to work on Natasha, the girl wasn’t going to weaken when she knew she would be heard. And she could hardly drag her off into the bathroom.

She pushed her chair back and started to grab plates.

‘I’ll do that, Em,’ David said. ‘I’m sorry we haven’t done justice to your breakfast. I think if I try to swallow anything solid it will choke me.’

‘I wonder what they’ve given Ollie for breakfast,’ was all she said. ‘I hope they understand what babies of his age like to eat. Do you think they do, Natasha? Or will they be feeding him salted peanuts, or whole grapes with pips in?’ She looked pointedly at her stepdaughter, who looked pale this morning. The girl had spirit, though, she had to admit, as Natasha gave Emma a defiant stare.

Emma slammed the plates down on the worktop with such force that she was surprised they didn’t shatter. She spun round and leaned back against the counter, folding her arms.

‘Right,’ she said with as much bravado as she could manage. ‘We’re going for a walk. All of us. Get your coats.’

‘What?’ A response from Natasha at last. ‘I’m not going nowhere. You’re not my mother. You can’t tell me what to do.’ Bravely said, Natasha, Emma thought.

‘Wrong, Natasha. I’m the grown-up, you’re the child. You may be capable of doing some terrible things that even in my wildest dreams I wouldn’t stoop to …’ Emma ignored David’s look of horror, ‘… but you are not going to stop me from going for a walk, and your father is coming with me. If you want to spy on us you’d better come too, or we might escape into town and call the police.’

‘Em, what happens if somebody calls?’ David asked, clearly wondering what she was playing at.

‘Nobody’s going to call, are they? They’ll phone Natasha on that mobile that never leaves her right hand. The one I presume she smuggled into the house in the pocket of my fleece.’

Without waiting for a reply, Emma stomped off into the hall, returning with three jackets of various sizes. She saw Natasha look askance at the red one that was thrown at her.

‘Put it on. It’s cold out there, and it was good enough when you needed deep pockets, wasn’t it? We need to move – to get some energy back. Come on, both of you.’

Emma opened the door to the back porch, stuffed her feet in a pair of green wellingtons and set off down the path, knowing that David would follow her.

She waited where the path met the lane, and sure enough a couple of minutes later David and his daughter came plodding round the corner, looking like a pair of reluctant hikers on a Sunday ramble.

She turned on her heel and marched off. She wanted them to be well away from the house before she started on Natasha. She waited at the start of a track that led across the fields to an old bridleway she had walked down a few times. Natasha and David caught up with her, and she ushered them onto the track.

‘I used to bring Ollie here when he was tiny,’ she said conversationally. ‘I used to strap him into a papoose type thing, but with him facing outwards so he could see what was going on. He loved it. I bet your mum brought you here when you were a baby. Isn’t that what you told me, David? That Caroline used to love walking with Tasha when she was little?’

After a brief pause, David seemed to realise what she was trying to do.

‘We all used to go together at the weekend. Do you remember, Tasha? And when you got your first bike you insisted you could ride it all the way. We said the track was too rough for a bike – particularly with stabilisers on, but you weren’t having any of it, and I had to push you. Had a bad back for weeks.’ David looked at Natasha and smiled, to show there was no resentment in his words.

‘How well do you remember your mum?’ Emma asked, as if this were the most normal family out for a walk. ‘I told you the other day that I met her – I could see how much your dad loved her.’

Emma had no knowledge of child psychology at all but felt that the more she played on the whole mum and dad thing, the more Natasha might feel a sense of belonging and a commitment to Ollie.

‘I lost touch with them, though, when I went to Australia,’ she continued. ‘Then my ex-fiancé died – I didn’t tell you that, did I? I was a mess. It’s horrible when someone you love dies, isn’t it? You must have felt terrible when your mum died. Do you remember the accident?’

Natasha’s face had tightened. She was, after all, only a kid. A kid who had lost her mum in a horrible accident and then had been brought up by that awful Rory man. In spite of everything Emma wanted to hug her. So she did.

It only lasted a second, but she felt Tasha lean in towards her and then push her away and march off in front of them. Emma gave her a minute and then she speeded up too, so she was walking abreast of Natasha, with David slightly behind on the narrowing track.

‘When I met your dad a year after you’d disappeared, he was a total wreck. He missed your mum so much, but more than anything he missed you. For two years it was the only thing he ever talked about. He didn’t know what had happened to his little girl, and he blamed himself because he didn’t go with you that night. Your mum skidded the car and died, and you disappeared. She wasn’t a great driver, according to your dad. Maybe she lost control – was it because you were talking to her? Did she turn round to look at you and drive off the road? Is that what happened, Tasha? Because she loved you so much that if you had needed her she’d have turned round, I’m sure. Is that why you’re like this – because you think you caused the crash?’

Natasha mumbled something.

‘What did you say?’ Emma asked.

The girl lifted a strained face.

‘It wasn’t me,’ she shouted. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’ She spun round and stared at David. ‘Tell her it wasn’t my fault.’

Just for a second, all three of them stood immobile, Natasha and David staring at each other, Emma looking at David’s haggard face, a nerve twitching above his left eyebrow. She had to break this tension.

‘It was nobody’s fault, Tasha. I was simply trying to understand what happened – how your mum lost control of the car.’

Emma reached out a hand to Natasha, but the girl moved out of the way. Turning her back on her father and moving as far away from both of them as she could get, she carried on walking, head down.

Emma felt she was getting nowhere. Surely there had to be something that she could say or do that would get through to Natasha? She was so focused on searching for the right words that she almost missed it when the girl spoke.

‘It was the man’s fault. The man on the phone.’

Emma carried on walking, not wanting to do anything to stop Natasha from talking. After a second or two, she carried on.

‘There was a car right across the road, and Mummy was stopping. Then her phone rang. I didn’t think she was going to answer it, but she did. Suddenly she speeded up. I heard her shouting into the phone “Why can’t I stop? What’s going on?” Then the car went mad – all over the road. She shouted for help – she shouted to the man on the phone, but it was too late.’

‘What did she shout, Tasha? Can you remember?’

‘Of course I can. I remember everything. I wasn’t a baby, and it’s not the sort of night you forget in a hurry.’

‘So what did she shout?’

‘Just a name. I don’t know what he said to her, but she shouted his name.’

Emma waited.

‘She was going to stop. If she’d stopped, she wouldn’t have died, would she? But the man on the phone frightened her. She dropped the phone and went really fast, round the car in the road. Then she shouted to him – but it was too late. It was all his fault.’

‘Do you remember what she shouted?’

David had turned white.

‘Of course I do. It was a name – somebody I didn’t know, but I hate him. Jack. That’s what she screamed. Jack.’
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The small team sat in Tom’s office, which was stuffy with the stale odour of too many warm bodies and too many half-drunk cups of coffee lying around on every vacant surface. Rory Slater hadn’t been at the bookie’s, but they had finally tracked him down and put a tail on him in the hope that he would contact his masters. His home phone was being tapped, but there was currently no mobile signal coming from the house. So for the moment all they could do was watch and wait.

They had looked into all Slater’s known associates, but that line of enquiry had revealed very little. As Becky said, those they had found were ‘run of the mill scumbags’, but none was capable of masterminding this – whatever ‘this’ was.

Becky’s nose was glued to her computer screen, and Tom had noticed her rub her tired eyes a couple of times. He knew from experience there was nothing worse than staring at a screen when you’d had precious little sleep.

‘Got her,’ she whispered, more to herself than anybody else. Despite her low voice, those left in the room turned towards her.

‘Donna Slater has a sister – Sylvia Briggs. Two daughters, one son. One of the daughters is thirteen, and she’s called Isabella. I think I need to pay Mrs Briggs a visit.’

‘Well done, Becky.’ Tom cast his gaze round the rest of the room. ‘We all know what’s at stake here, so let’s get on with it. And remember, even though I’d like to think nobody in this division would be in the pay of an organised crime group, with a baby’s life at stake we mustn’t assume anything.’

Tom’s office emptied and he rested his elbows on the desk and his chin on his cupped hands. More than anything he wanted to drag Rory Slater into an interview room and grill him until he admitted where Ollie was being held. But he didn’t think Rory would know. The baby would have been handed over to a middleman. Rory would be part of one small cell in a bigger organisation.

Tom turned to his computer to check his email. There would be nothing about Ollie Joseph on here of course, but he had other cases to think about. And he still had the Swiss bank to call back. For the moment, there wasn’t a single thing he could be doing to help Ollie, and Becky had the sad case of the dead girl well in hand.

He paused for a moment. It was Saturday, but then he remembered the message – call me any time – and he strongly suspected that for private clients with enough funds there would be access to the bank seven days a week.

He checked his mobile for the number he had used the last time and pressed call.

‘Good morning. My name is Tom Douglas. Could I speak to Mr Charteris, please?’ Tom hung on for a few moments as his call was put through.

‘Mr Douglas, good day to you. Can I go through some security checks with you, please?’ Tom hoped he could remember the ‘memorable word’ he had submitted so that he could pick out the third and eighth letter.

‘Okay, Mr Douglas. Thank you for calling us back. As I mentioned in my message, when the account was opened details of a beneficiary in the event of your brother’s death were provided, and it is indeed your name that’s on the documentation. Of course, if nobody knew there was an account with us it’s understandable that we weren’t informed its owner was deceased. I’m sorry for your loss.’

‘Thank you. You said there were some irregularities with the account that you wanted to discuss?’

‘Yes. Do you think your brother may have provided details of this account to anybody else other than you?’

Tom thought for a moment. Emma would be the most likely, but she would have mentioned it when he was trying to give her money all those years ago. Melissa was another option. She’d been living with Jack for about six months before he died, and she had moved heaven and earth to claim ownership of some of Jack’s estate because she said she was ‘owed’ it. If she’d had access to the four million, though, Tom wasn’t sure she would have continued to try to get the rest of Jack’s money. He had no idea where she was now. He had never been provided with her contact details and hadn’t seen her in person since Jack died. All dealings were through her solicitor – a man with too smart a suit for the job he was doing whom Tom didn’t trust as far as he could throw him.

‘I can’t think of anybody. Why are you asking?’

‘Well, I’m sorry to tell you that the account is closed. The balance was withdrawn a few months ago – September, to be precise – transferred to an account in the Cayman Islands. I can, of course, provide the transfer details under the circumstances, but I doubt that will help you.’

Damn it. Another banking system with secrecy laws.

It seemed Tom had been right. Whoever had broken into his house in the summer must have stolen the login details of the account in Switzerland and cleared it out.

He was about to question Mr Charteris further when his internal line rang. Making his excuses and asking if it would be okay to call again, he hung up and answered his phone.

‘Tom Douglas,’ he answered vacantly, his mind running through the options for discovering who had taken Jack’s money.

‘Tom, we need to talk. My office, one hour.’

‘Philippa, I’m a bit busy at the moment. Can it wait, please?’ he asked. Sometimes, Philippa’s high-handed attitude grated on him, although most of the time he accepted that she was the boss. But today he had other things to worry about than offending Philippa.

‘No. It can’t wait. I’ve had a call from the head of operations for Titan. One hour, please.’

The phone went dead. What the hell did the North West’s Regional Organised Crime Unit want with him?

‘Bugger,’ Tom muttered.
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The only sounds were birdsong, a distant tractor and the squelching of three pairs of wellington boots on a track that had suddenly become a quagmire. Nobody had spoken since Natasha’s shocking revelation that her mother had shouted the name Jack, and each of them was lost in thought.

Emma didn’t know what David was thinking, but she could guess. Why would Caroline have called out another man’s name just as she crashed? Who was this Jack? Even as she wondered about it, Emma felt a chill creep up her back. Jack wasn’t such a common name. But if it was her Jack, why had he phoned Caroline? What had he said?

She could sympathise with David’s obvious confusion; she felt bewildered herself. Caroline’s accident had occurred less than a week before Jack’s death and only days before she had received his suicide note. Not that she had recognised it as such when it had arrived. The wording suggested that he was wallowing in some kind of self-pity, and she was so appalled at the way he had dumped her all those months previously that she had dismissed it as a cry for sympathy for all the mistakes he had made in his life. She’d decided he wasn’t getting any sympathy from her. He could whistle for it.

And then he was dead, and she knew she should have done something when she received the note – called Tom, phoned Jack to talk it through – anything. Her disgust at his treatment of her didn’t mean she wished him any harm.

She had never understood about Melissa, though, who had appeared to come from nowhere, and had been with Jack for the last six months of his life. To this day, Melissa had been one piece of the puzzle in their relationship that had eluded her. His suicide was the other.

Emma was so absorbed in her own thoughts that she had momentarily lost sight of what mattered here and now. She glanced at Natasha, whose eyes betrayed a hint of uncertainty, and Emma felt a glimmer of hope. She still felt as if somebody had put a hand into her chest and ripped her heart out through her ribs, but there was a faint pulse of optimism hovering at the edge of her consciousness.

‘Are you okay, Em?’ David asked. She glanced across at him, above Natasha’s head, and nodded.

‘Do you think it was my Jack?’ she said, knowing the answer before he spoke.

‘I can’t think who else it could have been, but I have no idea why he was calling Caroline.’

‘What was their relationship?’

David’s head spun round. ‘What?’

Emma closed her eyes for a second. She had phrased that badly and should have known that David would only hear the word ‘relationship’.

‘I mean, how did she know him, and how come she knew him so well that he had her phone number?’

Looking slightly mollified, David walked on a few yards before answering. If it turned out Caroline had been having an affair with Jack he would be devastated – and so would she.

‘You know he sorted out my computer security at work, don’t you?’ he said after a few moments, turning back towards Emma.

‘Of course – that’s how I was introduced to you and Caroline at those charity events. But I never thought she and Jack were close – on swapping mobile numbers terms.’

‘No, me neither,’ David muttered.

‘Did Caroline meet him first, or did you?’

‘It was me. I went to a seminar about internet security. He was the keynote speaker, and I was impressed. So when I needed to upgrade the system at work a few months later, I called him.’

Natasha had walked on, her head down, lost in her own thoughts. They could leave her to her worries for a while.

‘And Caroline?’ Emma asked tentatively.

‘She used to stop by the office a couple of times a week – more sometimes. After Tasha went to school, Caroline found herself at a bit of a loose end. She wasn’t a joiner, if you know what I mean. She didn’t like going to the gym or anything like that, and she said being at home all day freaked her out. So she would come into town, have a look around the shops and then come to the office for an hour or so. Jack used to call in every few days to check on the work his team were doing, but that was way before Caroline’s accident. By the time she died, Jack had sold his company, and we hadn’t seen him for months at social events. I guess after you and he split up he didn’t enjoy them any more. I can’t think why he would have had Caroline’s mobile number, though.’

Emma thought for a while.

‘If I had to guess, I’d say that while he was working for you he used the opportunity to get all your phone numbers. He was a hoarder of information. “Data is king” he used to say. So I’m not surprised he had her number. I’m more surprised that the police didn’t track the call back to him.’

‘They knew she’d taken a call just before the accident but they told me it was from an unregistered mobile.’

Emma shook her head. Jack’s love of secrecy sometimes went to ridiculous lengths. For a while, as she talked to David about Jack, Emma felt temporarily glad of the distraction, but it didn’t take long for the aching void in her chest to return. Caroline and Jack were dead. They had been missed, but the pain of losing them was nothing in comparison to her fear for Ollie.

Up ahead, Natasha suddenly thrust her hand into the pocket of her fleece and pulled out her mobile, pushing it to her ear. David and Emma both broke into a run at the same time.

She spun round towards them, holding up one hand as a clear ‘stop’ signal, and brought her finger to her lips.

‘Hello, Rory,’ she said, looking down at her feet.

Slowly she lifted her head and stared at Emma and David. Her eyes widened, and her pupils dilated.

‘Finn,’ she said. ‘I …’

They could hear the rasping notes of a voice from two metres away, although they couldn’t make out the words. The tone was one of cold fury.

‘Finn, I didn’t tell them anything. I never mentioned Rory.’

David started to move forwards, his hand out to take the phone from Tasha, but the girl shook her head furiously.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t tell Rory they’d seen me. I know I should have, then he could have changed the route. I’m sorry – I thought he’d be mad at me.’ Tasha’s voice had dropped to little more than a whisper, and her eyes were flooded with tears.

‘No, Finn, no. I promise – the police know nothing about the baby. Don’t hurt Ollie, Finn.’ The last words were whispered so quietly that the caller wouldn’t have heard them. But they were a plea from the heart.

Tasha listened for a few more minutes, ended the call and folded at the knees. David grabbed her, lowering her to sit on the bank on the side of the track.

‘What, Tasha? What’s the matter? Who’s Finn, and what did he want?’ It was all Emma could do to stop herself shaking the girl. She reached forwards to grasp Natasha’s shoulders, but when she saw the girl’s eyes, black with fear, her hands dropped gently and rubbed Natasha’s arms.

‘I don’t know what they’ll do to me now. You were right – what you said last night. I should have told Rory about the CCTV. Finn says Rory’s being questioned by the police.’

‘Good,’ Emma said. ‘He looked a nasty bastard. Surely that’s a good thing?’

‘What?’ David clearly had no idea what they were talking about, but Emma and Natasha both ignored him. Now wasn’t the time for lengthy explanations.

‘Of course it’s not a good thing. They don’t trust me now. That means I’m probably going to die. Everything could go wrong now, don’t you see? And all because of me.’

‘What about Ollie?’ Emma asked. ‘What does this mean for Ollie?’

Natasha shook her head again. ‘It changes everything. They don’t know if it’s safe to go ahead with the job. If it goes wrong, I’m dead. Finn’s got to see what the boss man says. I don’t know who he is – he’s like a shadow. I don’t think even Rory knows.’

‘What’s “the job”, Tasha?’ Emma asked. ‘Can’t we just give them some money and get Ollie back?’ But Tasha wasn’t listening.

‘It was meant to be over today. You could have had Ollie back and I could go home.’ Her head hung down and tears dripped unheeded onto the legs of her jeans.

Emma crouched down in the muddy lane. ‘Nobody wants you to go anywhere, Tasha. We just want Ollie back. But we want you too. We’re not going to abandon you.’

‘Oh, you will. You might not think so, but you will.’

Emma looked up at David, whose face in the weak sunlight had lines carved so deep that he looked twenty years older. She turned to Natasha and put her hands on the girl’s shoulders.

‘That’s not going to happen, Tasha. We’re not going to let you go.’

Natasha’s whole body was shaking with the force of her tears, and her hands were covering her eyes.

‘Course you will. You still don’t get it, do you? I know you want Ollie, and I know nobody ever wanted me. Even Rory doesn’t want me – only what I can do for him.’

David fell to his knees in the mud. ‘I don’t know what you and Emma are talking about, but I do know one thing. You were always very much loved and very much wanted, Tasha. You still are.’

Natasha pulled her hands away from her eyes and for a moment her expression hardened.

‘That’s not true, is it? I was a pawn in a game. That’s what Rory says. It’s all I’ve ever been – a pawn.’

Emma’s head was spinning with every word that had been spoken, but for now the only thing she wanted to think about was Ollie. She looked at David as he pulled his daughter towards him. For a moment, Natasha leaned into him – but with a sudden thrust, pushed him away.

‘Don’t.’

David looked as if he had been shot, a mixture of emotions that Emma couldn’t quite decipher distorting his features.

‘At least I’ve done one thing right,’ Tasha murmured. ‘At least the police don’t know about Ollie. Then I really would be dead.’

‘I think you’re being a bit melodramatic, darling,’ David said. ‘Nobody’s going to hurt you when you’re with us.’

Natasha looked at him. ‘I would have thought you, of all people, would have known better than that.’

Emma walked away from them both. Whatever was going on between Natasha and her father, it was doing nothing to help Ollie, and she didn’t have the energy to argue about it right now.

She put her hand in her pocket and felt the solid lump that was her mobile phone – the object she had considered her lifeline. Now its cold touch burned her fingers, and she couldn’t help wondering if all it offered was a death sentence – for Natasha, and maybe even for Ollie.


38

Tom could have done without this. Whatever Titan wanted, he was sure it wasn’t as vital as finding young Ollie Joseph, and Philippa should know that. Irritated as he was, though, he had little choice but to bow to her command. Much as he had never wanted to rise above the rank of Chief Inspector because he didn’t want to be confined to an office even more than he already was, sometimes he wished that he had the power to say ‘no’ when he was told to do something.

He knocked briefly on Philippa’s closed door and pushed it open without hearing her usual call of ‘Come’ – another source of irritation. She sounded like the Queen sometimes, and, efficient as she was, when she received her next inevitable promotion Tom was certain that she would become so far up herself that nobody would be able to find the real Philippa any more.

Her office reflected her personality – or at least the personality she liked to display. The room was featureless with some random prints on the wall that conveyed nothing about the person who had chosen them. In fact, they had probably been chosen by the decorators. The desk was totally uncluttered, with a stack of three wire trays that, unlike Tom’s, weren’t overflowing all over the desk. In other words, bland but fit for purpose.

Philippa was dressed in her customary dark suit with a dazzling white blouse, and every strand of her straight auburn hair was in place, the bob just below her ears that never seemed to get any longer or be cut any shorter. Facing Philippa, his back to the door, was a man in a pinstriped jacket who turned to stand as Tom came in.

Beating Philippa to the introductions, Tom held out his hand. ‘Tom Douglas,’ he said, noting the warm, dry grip of the distinguished-looking man facing him.

‘Paul Green’, he responded, indicating the chair next to him and sitting down.

Tom sat, and turned to face Philippa.

‘What can I do for you both?’ he asked.

‘Tom, Mr Green would like to talk to you about your possible surveillance of one of Titan’s targets, a man by the name of …’ Philippa glanced down at her notepad, ‘… Rory Slater.’

Before Tom had a chance to speak, Green turned to face him.

‘If I could explain, Tom – it’s okay if I call you Tom?’ Without waiting for confirmation, he continued. ‘We’ve had our eye on Slater for some time. I know you’re interested in him as the person who may have been harbouring Natasha Joseph, but he’s part of something much bigger and we’ve been running an operation to catch the head of this organised crime group for a few years. We’re sure we know who the main man is, but catching him is proving difficult. He doesn’t get his hands dirty. He leaves all that to his minions. Slater is bottom of the pile, but through him we’re getting closer.’

Green withdrew some photos from his briefcase and laid them on the desk.

‘These were taken this morning. You sent somebody into the Slater household, and you’ve got a surveillance van just down the road. I need you to back off, Tom. This operation is too big to be blown apart by the investigation into a girl who has now reappeared.’

Philippa interrupted. ‘You and I haven’t had a chance to discuss your interest in Slater, Tom. I gather he’s only just come onto your radar.’

‘That’s right – in the early hours of this morning.’ Tom turned towards Green. ‘But it’s no longer only about a missing girl. Slater is implicated in the kidnap of a baby, Mr Green.’ As Tom knew only too well, a child’s life trumped just about everything else, including organised crime.

‘Shit,’ Green mumbled.

The room was quiet for a moment.

‘We’ve had our eyes on this particular group for a long time,’ Green said. ‘We’ve known Slater was part of it, and there’s a guy higher up the chain that’s implicated too – Finbar – or Finn – McGuinness. He’s an enforcer and a sociopathic bastard.’ Paul Green leaned towards the desk and took a drink from a glass of water before continuing.

‘McGuinness has been out of prison for about eight years – he was the driver in an armed robbery – but to all intents and purposes he seems to be keeping out of trouble. His wife runs a burger van in Salford – very popular it is too. We know that Slater picks up the drugs that he sells from the McGuinness burger van, and we want to trace the supply chain back from there. Finn McGuinness keeps a very low profile, but everybody’s terrified of him. We’ve held off doing anything about the burger van until we can get the top man – the man who’s running the show – and we think we’re getting there.’

Tom filled them in on what he knew of Slater, and how he was implicated in Ollie Joseph’s kidnap.

‘None of what you said has surprised me, Tom. This gang is highly organised, but also opportunistic,’ Green continued. ‘They’re entrepreneurial. They deal in drugs, firearms, women – anything they can sell on the street. But if an opportunity comes up – something out of the ordinary – they’ll go for it.’

‘And you think they’re going for something now, do you?’ Philippa asked.

‘We know they are, although we don’t know what exactly. We have a CHIS. He’s working for them, but at the moment he only has a small part of the picture. It’s going to happen soon. He’s been on standby for a couple of days now.’

Tom had always thought that CHIS, or Covert Human Intelligence Source, was an absurd term. He was much more comfortable with informant, or even snout, but within Philippa’s four walls, political correctness was everything.

‘Do you think the kidnap and the job are related?’ Philippa asked.

‘Could be,’ Tom answered. He filled Paul Green in on more of the details of young Ollie’s abduction and his belief that money was unlikely to be the motive.

‘Tiger kidnap,’ Green said. ‘That sounds about right for this lot.’

‘Our information is that whatever David Joseph is going to be asked to do, it’s today. Then the baby will be brought back safe and well, we hope. Given the timetable your CHIS is giving you, it sounds as if they might be linked. What else do we know?’

There was a knock on the door and Philippa barked ‘Wait’. But the door opened and Becky poked her head round the door.

‘So sorry, ma’am,’ she said, giving a slightly nervous grimace, ‘but we need Tom. A bit of a problem. Ten minutes ago, British Transport Police arrested the lad Natasha was seen smiling at on the train and they’ve taken Rory Slater in for questioning too, because he was at the station waiting to pick the lad up.’

Tom heard a groan from Paul Green and he had to sympathise with the man. Years of work could be about to go down the pan. Of course, Transport Police had been excluded from the information about the kidnap and so they believed the focus was still on finding out who had taken Natasha.

‘They let me know straight away,’ Becky said, ‘so I told them under no circumstances to mention Natasha Joseph. Let’s hope they were listening, or we’re in trouble.’
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Fear was nothing new to Natasha. For more than six years it had been a daily reality – fear of pissing Rory off; fear of being caught nicking stuff; fear that her life would never get any better. But this was a whole new level of fear. She felt sick. She knew what happened to people who let Finn down. She’d seen it with her own eyes once, when she was somewhere she shouldn’t have been. But Emma and David wouldn’t believe her. They really had no idea.

Nobody was speaking to Natasha anyway. Nobody knew what to say to her, and she got that. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, though. She wasn’t supposed to care about any of them – not Emma, not Ollie and certainly not David. She had jumped at the chance to do this job because more than anything she wanted her father to have some idea of the life she’d been forced to live. Then they told her the reward – another year before she would have to go to Julie’s – and she would have done anything for that.

Nearly all the girls who went to Julie’s had to have some time in The Pit first – Rory said it was to make them obedient – to show them what would happen if they tried to run away. Natasha had been terrified of that hole in the ground at the back of the cellar since the first time she had been thrown in there. She had been six years old, and the darkness had swallowed her whole.

Am I dead? It had been the only thought that her young mind was able to grasp. This wasn’t what being alive was like, so it had to be what being dead felt like. Never before had she been left alone with nobody to speak to for days at a time. For hours she had wandered round, bewildered, stumbling about in the dark, touching the damp earthen walls and asking, begging, for somebody to speak to her. But nobody was listening.

The floor and walls of The Pit were icy, and freezing air blew through gaps around the trapdoor. She had cried and cried, but nobody had come.

I didn’t know what I’d done wrong – why I’d been put in there.

Then there was the man with a voice that sounded like footsteps on a gravel path – the man who she now knew to be Finn McGuinness. She had heard him talking, but she couldn’t remember now what he had said. Apart from one thing.

‘Her mam’s dead. She’s no use to us. Get rid of her.’

She had repeated those words over and over in her head. ‘Her mam’s dead.’ She understood that, but it wasn’t for some time that she understood the rest of what he had said.

And if she was no use to them all those years ago, she was even less now. She couldn’t do the skunk run and she had screwed up this job. They wouldn’t let her go, though. Nobody was ever let go. That only left two options.

‘She’s no use to us. Get rid of her.’

Or she would end up at Julie’s – just like Izzy had.

She didn’t know which was worse.

*

Emma lowered herself onto the grass, immediately feeling the damp penetrate the denim of her jeans but not caring. She reached out and gently took Natasha’s hand in hers.

‘How are you doing, Tasha?’ she asked. Natasha didn’t answer. She put her head down and stared at her hands as she pulled on one finger after the other. They were the hands of a child: chewed, torn fingernails and slightly grubby.

‘Why did you agree to do this – to take Ollie? Is it the only reason you came home? Why do you want to hurt us so much? Please, Tasha, try to explain and we’ll do our very best to understand.’

Natasha cast a sly look at David.

‘Ask him.’

David stood up and went to the other side of the track, looking out over the fields. From behind, Emma could see that every muscle in his body was tense. Finally he turned round, came over to Natasha and kneeled down.

‘Tasha, staying at home and not coming with you and your mum that night was a massive mistake – one that I’ve regretted ever since. I was selfish. I should have come. I did everything I possibly could to find you. Ask Emma. Check it out in the local papers. I don’t know what else to tell you. I even launched the Natasha Joseph appeal a year later.’

Natasha looked at him, distrust still in her eyes, and started mumbling. ‘You’re not Natasha Joseph. She’s dead. You’re Shelley Slater. Shelley Slater. Not Natasha Joseph. Tasha’s dead. Her father don’t want her. You’re Shelley Slater.’

‘Is that what they said to you?’ David asked softly, stroking his daughter’s hair, matted through lack of washing and brushing as she had refused any help from Emma. For the first time, she let her father touch her without flinching.

Natasha nodded and sniffed. ‘I wouldn’t say it. I wouldn’t say Shelley Slater – so they threw me back in The Pit. I had to stay there ’til I said it – then they kept asking me what I was called, and if I slipped up I was thrown back in. It was cold and damp, and I got no food. But Rory was scared he’d be caught with me and he said I wasn’t worth the trouble. I don’t know how he’d ended up with me, but he said he’d fucked up and I was a bleeding nuisance.’

‘You’re never going back there, Tasha. I promise you. I may have let you down six years ago, but I’m your dad, and you’re staying with us.’

Natasha spun round, her blotchy face going red with anger.

‘Have you not listened to me? They won’t let me stay.’

‘Listen to me, Tasha,’ Emma said. ‘I know this is really difficult for you, love, but I might know somebody that can help us. He’s a friend of mine, and he’s really good at sorting out difficult problems. What do you think? Shall we go and meet him?’

Natasha lifted her tear-stained face.

‘No!’ she practically screamed at Emma. ‘Don’t tell nobody else. If anybody else knows, you won’t get Ollie back, and they’ll come for me.’

‘What choice have we got?’ Emma asked. ‘Finn says the deal is off – so we need help, don’t we? I just have to make a phone call.’

Emma knew she had to get the girl on her side, to make her believe that there was a way out for all of them.

‘You can’t,’ Natasha said. ‘My phone’s monitored, and I fixed yours.’

Emma stood up, brushing the damp grass from her trousers. She had hoped to use Natasha’s phone, but that obviously wasn’t going to work. She turned round to face her stepdaughter, and put her hand in her pocket. This was a huge risk, and one she sincerely hoped she wouldn’t regret.

Her heart was beating fast. She could feel a pulse in her neck throbbing against the collar of her jacket. Slowly Emma pulled the phone out of her pocket and held it towards Natasha on the flat of her hand.

Natasha’s mouth fell open. ‘Do you have any idea what would happen if they knew you had a phone? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?’

Emma was silent.

‘You’ve phoned the police, haven’t you? Did you tell them about Rory? You did, didn’t you? You stupid cow.’

‘Emma?’

She ignored the question in her husband’s voice, turning her head slightly to give him an apologetic smile and crouched down in front of Natasha.

‘We need their help, Tasha. You think you’re in trouble with Finn and Rory, but they’ve still got Ollie. We can’t wait to hear what they decide. It might be too late for Ollie. Shall we go and meet this friend of mine?’

Natasha jumped up from the bank and pushed past Emma.

‘And what if Finn finds out? How do you think him and Rory knew the police had been to see me in the first place? How many bent coppers do you think they have on their payroll? Jesus, if you’ve told the pigs, one of them will have squealed to Finn – you can bet your life on that.’

Resting her folded arms on a five-barred gate, Natasha put her head down and cried silently, her heaving shoulders being the only clue to her tears.

Emma stared at the phone in her hand.

Was it really the answer to all of their problems, or was telling Tasha the most foolish mistake of her life?
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‘Tell me,’ Tom said to Becky as he walked into his office and sat down.

Becky was as succinct as possible in repeating what British Transport Police had told her – that the boy who Natasha had smiled at had been seen on another train, this time with his own backpack on. The plain-clothes policeman who saw him had been doing a routine run on that particular line, but he recognised the boy’s face from the details that had been circulated, so he followed him. The boy dropped off his backpack, the same as Natasha had. When he got back to Victoria Station, Rory Slater was waiting for him, so they were both arrested. Slater’s denying all involvement, blaming it on kids from school putting the lad up to it.

‘Why was Slater waiting for him?’

‘I asked that. He said he was in the area, but wouldn’t say what he was doing. Maybe the lad was supposed to be paid for his delivery? When they recovered the backpack from the boy he passed it to, it had two kilos of skunk inside, so it was worth a bob or two. Slater probably didn’t trust him to bring the money straight home.’

‘How do we think this changes things?’ Tom asked. Becky felt a slight glow of warmth at being consulted.

‘As far as Slater is concerned, this is a routine pick-up. He may somehow have found out that we caught Natasha on CCTV, though, and if we don’t ask him about her it will be a red flag. So they just need to show Slater and his lad Natasha’s picture and ask if they recognise her. He’ll say no, and that will be that. There can’t be any hint that we know Natasha’s been living with him, because he’ll wonder why we’re not arresting him.’

‘Shit,’ Tom muttered, drumming his fingers on the desk. Becky decided to give him a moment. ‘And he’ll know there can only be one reason – that we know about the kidnap.’

The office was quiet for a moment while they both thought about the potential for disaster.

‘Okay,’ Tom said. ‘We need to use this to our advantage. BTP are bound to be sending a search team into Slater’s house, looking for drugs. We can send one of our guys with them to bug the place.’

‘If they let anything slip about Natasha, we’ll have to keep Rory locked up until it’s all over, and that’s going to be difficult.’

‘It’s worse than you think,’ Tom responded. ‘We’ve been told to keep away from Rory Slater – there’s another operation. A big one. We need to sort out liaison between us and the Titan guys. They’re not at all happy about this, and I don’t blame them.’

‘Bollocks – that makes what I’ve got to tell you even more tricky,’ Becky said. ‘I went to see Sylvia Briggs – Donna Slater’s sister. I asked about her kids. None of them live with her. She says a couple of them live with her sister – Donna. I asked specifically about Isabella. She started running away from home when she was nine and Sylvia gave up bothering to try to find her.’

‘There are some truly delightful people in this world, aren’t there?’

Becky smiled, although funny it definitely wasn’t. She was spared the necessity of responding, as Tom’s private mobile began to ring.

Tom listened carefully to his caller for a few minutes.

‘Calm down, Emma, there’s no need to panic,’ he said. ‘But we do need to get you all out of that house. It may not be safe, and we need to assess the level of threat. Where are you now?’

Tom’s voice was low and urgent, and Becky knew something was seriously wrong.

‘Okay. Go home, pick up some shopping bags and get everybody in your car – not David’s Range Rover because it stands out too much. Remember to take your purse – exactly as you would if you were going shopping. It needs to look natural. I’ll make some arrangements. Call me when you’re away from the house and I’ll tell you where to go.’

He paused again.

‘Oh, and Emma – I need you to wear something quite distinctive – a bright colour and not too tight. I’ll explain later. It’s just started chucking it down outside, so choose something with a hood. When you call me, don’t lift the phone to your ear. Put it on speaker and leave it on your knee. Make sure Natasha takes her phone – it will have a GPS tracker on it, and if they can’t find her they’ll panic. Right. I need you to repeat all of this.’

He listened silently. ‘Well done. I’ll see you in less than an hour. Oh, and Emma? You’re doing great. Really great.’

Becky had said nothing throughout but had taken notes of everything Tom had asked Emma to do – in case they needed to repeat the instructions later. Tom turned to her now.

‘I want BTP to keep Rory Slater until I say they can let him go. The Joseph family is in danger. Out of choice, I’d pull them all out to somewhere safe – but they’ll never agree to that. Either way, Rory Slater and his bosses think they’re going to get Natasha back – they can’t afford to let her go. She’s bound to know way more than she realises. We need a plan to keep this family safe, Becky. And we’ve got about ten minutes to decide what it is.’
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Unlocking the bathroom door, Emma emerged into their bedroom to see David standing waiting for her.

‘Emma,’ he started. Shit! She hadn’t told him about the bugs, not wanting to freak him out too much.

‘Oh darling, what are we going to do?’ she interrupted before he could get started. She moved quickly across the room and pulled him into a hug, gently whispering ‘Shh’ in his ear.

He pushed her away and looked at her with such astonishment that she wondered if he would ever trust her again. But he wasn’t stupid. He pulled her roughly back into his arms and she let out a small cry of shock, which she quickly turned into the start of a sob. She felt David’s lips against her ear.

‘I don’t think I know you any more.’ The words were spoken so quietly that she wasn’t sure she had heard him correctly. He sounded so sad, so alone, and she longed to give him the time he deserved to listen to her explanation. She had lied to him, kept him in the dark and was now insisting that he did her bidding. This was so far from the relationship they’d had.

She pulled him into the en suite and closed the door, keeping her voice low.

‘I’m sorry, David. Everything happened so quickly and I knew you wouldn’t want us to contact the police. But I couldn’t stand idly by and watch it all unfold.’

‘Don’t you think it should have been a shared decision?’ he asked, not unreasonably.

Emma forced her shoulders to relax a little. She had to stay calm.

‘Probably – but everything’s different for you. You’re being pulled in all directions – I didn’t want to stress you any more than you are already. But the important thing is, there are bugs in the kitchen, our bedroom and the sitting room. They can hear every word we say.’

David pulled his head back, his brow furrowed. ‘Are you saying that Tasha put the bugs in place?’

Emma nodded. ‘Tasha’s been brought up in a criminal family, poor kid. All this – Ollie’s kidnap, the bugs, the drugs - I suspect none of it’s enough to scare Tasha. But she’s frightened of those two men – Finn and Rory - so she lied to them about being captured on CCTV. That was her big mistake and now she’s terrified. Look, we need to get a move on. We’re losing time.’

She put her finger to her lips and opened the bathroom door.

She walked quickly to a chest of drawers where she knew she had a long royal-blue zip-up jumper that she rarely wore because it was too big. She didn’t want to see the confusion in her husband’s eyes for another second, and he saved her the trouble. The door closed quietly as he left the room, and for a moment she gave herself the luxury of two minutes sitting on the bed, calming her nerves, and then got up to follow him. She paused at the door.

Although her heart and soul were occupied with Ollie and his safety, Emma knew she was going to have to talk to Tom about Jack too. Natasha’s revelation that it had been a man called Jack who had phoned Caroline just before she died was weighing on her mind. She reached up to pull the old shoebox from the top of her wardrobe. Opening it, she rummaged around until her hand found what it was searching for and she pulled out two sheets of paper, folding them carefully and putting them into her bag along with her phone.

Act two, she thought as she walked downstairs, gulping down a hard ball of fear.

The kitchen was silent, and she walked over to the fridge and pulled open the door.

‘Right,’ she said in a determined voice. ‘Tasha says nothing’s going to happen today. But let’s hope Ollie will be back tomorrow. I have to believe that. I have to convince myself that he’s staying with grandparents for a couple of days, or I wouldn’t be able to breathe. And we need to eat. We’re out of food, out of milk, everything. He’s not going to come back to a house full of sick, helpless people. We need to go shopping.’

David was staring at the inside of the fridge door, where a two-litre container of milk was nearly full, and the shelves were stacked with fresh food that had been bought just the day before.

Emma looked at Natasha and nodded her encouragement.

‘You can’t go out. I told you, you can’t go anywhere without me,’ the girl said, her voice sounding weak and unconvincing. It would be better if Natasha didn’t have to speak again.

‘Then you’d better come with me to keep an eye on me, hadn’t you. We’ll all go, then you can make sure I don’t do anything … your masters wouldn’t like.’ Emma was suddenly aware that she had nearly said the name Rory and had only just stopped herself in time.

‘David? Come on. You’re coming too. A family outing,’ she said with a sarcastic laugh that ended in yet another sob.

David went to pick up his keys.

‘No, we’re going in my car. I want to drive. I need to drive,’ she said.

David shrugged and threw his keys back on the table as Emma ushered them out of the door.

*

There was an oppressive silence in the car, and Emma wondered not for the first time how silence could vary so much in pitch and tone. This silence held a high-pitched scream at its heart. Her own head was filled with Ollie, but she kept pushing the thoughts away – mentally stroking his soft hair as she did so – to focus on what mattered. Getting him back.

She could guess what was going on in David’s head. He would be worried about Ollie too, but images of Natasha’s life over the last six years were becoming clearer and clearer, and he had to face up to the fact that Emma herself had been lying to him.

When they were first together David and Emma had talked openly about the small deceptions they had lived with in their previous relationships and agreed that there wouldn’t be a single secret between them. As far as she was concerned, that had been the truth. Until Natasha had walked into her kitchen. Since then, Emma had lied about her feelings and kept secrets from her husband.

She glanced in her rear-view mirror at her stepdaughter. Tasha was slumped against the back seat, her face washed out, her eyes haunted by images of her past and her future. This was a child who needed her mother more than ever, and Emma wished she could summon Caroline here right now.

Emma had called Tom the minute the car was away from the house, doing as he said and keeping the phone on speaker on her knee. He had told her to go to a supermarket – not their usual one, but a different one – and park in the busiest aisle of the car park.

David hadn’t spoken until the call had ended.

‘Who was that?’

‘Tom Douglas.’

‘Douglas? Jack’s brother?’

‘He’s a friend, David. I called him because I thought there would be a ransom, and Tom’s got more money than anybody else I know. Jack’s money. We still might be able to buy Ollie back, you know.’

David looked at her, his sad face telling her how unlikely that was.

Arriving at the supermarket, Emma reversed into a space that was hardly wide enough for the car and turned the engine off.

‘Now we wait.’

Around them shoppers pushed trolleys past their car, heads down against the rain, holding the hands of children or partners, or sometimes they battled alone with a shopping cart on wonky wheels.

Emma’s phone lay on her knee, and she glanced at it every few seconds until finally it vibrated and without picking it up she answered the call and put it onto speaker.

‘Okay, Emma – great choice of parking spot, but you need to know we think they’re here.’ There was a small gasp from the back of the car.

Tom continued. ‘They’ll have picked up Natasha’s GPS on her phone. We’ve been checking any suspect cars that contain two or more men coming into the car park. We’ve got a hit on one of the number plates. They’re watching, so you all need to be very smart about this, but no need to be frightened. They’ve turned into the top of your aisle, and they know where you are. Don’t, whatever you do, stare at each car as it goes past. The fact that you haven’t got out yet might be confusing them, so turn to each other now and start to argue – about anything. I’ll tell you when they’ve passed.’

That was one instruction that probably wouldn’t be hard to achieve, Emma thought, as she looked at David’s stony face. She knew he was already regretting the fact that he had agreed to this.

Tasha slid even further down in her seat and Emma turned to David, shouting nonsense about the mess in the back garden – the first thing that came into her head that was nothing to do with Ollie. They couldn’t hear, but they would see her expression. David stared at her mutely, a look of shock on his face that she knew wasn’t an act. She kept it up for two minutes before she heard Tom’s voice.

‘They’ve gone past. It’s pouring with rain,’ Tom said, ‘so you can run into the supermarket with your hood up or hat on. Emma and Natasha walk quickly to the back, where there’s an entrance to the ladies toilet. Go down that corridor, and somebody will be waiting for you. David – hang back a little, pick up a trolley and make your way to the back as if you’re going to meet them.’

‘Will they follow us in?’

‘I doubt it – they’ll just be watching your car for when you come out.’ Tom paused. ‘You okay?’

‘Fine,’ Emma answered. ‘See you in a few minutes.’

She disconnected and went to open her door. David grabbed her arm.

‘Emma – are you sure we’re doing the right thing? I don’t like it.’

She had no words. She wasn’t sure that she liked it either, but if Rory’s arrest meant the whole plan had fallen apart, she had no idea what would happen to Ollie. And she wasn’t going to take that risk.

She gave her husband the most reassuring smile she could muster, opened her car door and turned to release Natasha from where the child lock was holding her prisoner.
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Emma and Natasha were met in the corridor at the back of the supermarket by a lady of indeterminate age – she could have been anything from early forties to early sixties in her slightly frumpy uniform and her sensible shoes. She didn’t smile at them but eyed them suspiciously as she introduced herself as Mrs Clayton and informed them that Mr Douglas was waiting for them.

Without expecting a response from Emma, the woman marched off, leading the way, but Natasha hung back slightly.

‘What’s up?’ Emma whispered.

‘I think she recognised me,’ Natasha murmured.

‘What, from the newspaper articles?’

‘No – I think she used to work at another supermarket near where we lived. It was one of my targets.’

Emma gave her a puzzled look and Natasha tutted.

‘I used to nick stuff from there,’ she said, as though it should have been obvious.

Emma closed her eyes briefly and reached for Natasha’s hand.

The office they were shown into was an airless box, with one closed and locked frosted glass window, criss-crossed with thin wires, situated high up on the wall, letting in next to no light. How anybody worked in here every day was a mystery to Emma. She would go slowly mental.

Tom was standing looking at a noticeboard and much as Emma wanted to go to him and hug him, she resisted. She knew that creating allegiances that excluded David and Natasha on any level would potentially make this so much more difficult.

Tom’s eyes met Emma’s for a second and they showed nothing. She understood.

He turned to Natasha. ‘You must be Natasha. You’re a brave girl – we know this can’t have been easy for you. Come and sit down. We’re going to have a chat to see where we’re up to, and what we need to do next. Okay?’

The door opened again and David was ushered in.

‘David,’ Tom said, reaching out his hand. ‘Tom Douglas.’

Tom had arranged the chairs so they were in a group with a low coffee table in the middle. As soon as they were seated, he started to speak.

‘We haven’t got much time. Anybody in your situation would do a hasty whizz around the supermarket aisles for necessities – it’s not a pleasure trip – so we need to be quick. Okay?’

Emma and David nodded. Natasha didn’t seem able to look at Tom.

‘Natasha, I know you’ve had a hard time, but if I’m going to help you I’ll need to ask you some questions. Is that all right?’ Tom waited for a response that didn’t come. ‘We understand that you’ve only done what you’ve been told to. But things haven’t gone quite to plan, have they?’

Natasha’s eyes were glued to the floor, where she was kicking the toes of her trainers backwards and forwards, her hair obscuring her face – a child again. But there was the trace of a shake of her head.

‘We know a bit about Rory Slater and Finn McGuinness. They’re dangerous men – and we need to keep you safe from them. But to do that, you’re going to have to help us too.’

Emma noticed a tear splash on Natasha’s knee. She could see that Tom didn’t miss it either.

‘You’re scared of them, aren’t you?’ he asked. A small, but definite nod was his answer.

‘Well, the only way we’re going to get rid of that fear is to get them both locked up, where they can’t hurt you any more.’

A sound that was suspiciously like a derogatory laugh came from behind the curtain of blonde hair.

Tom looked from Emma to David, with an apologetic expression.

‘Do you know what their plan is, Natasha? You told Emma and your dad that it might be off now – because of Rory Slater being arrested – but what was the plan?’

‘Don’t know. They said it wouldn’t be what David was expecting.’

‘Why would your dad be expecting anything?’

‘Look – I just did what I was told.’

‘Why did you agree to it? It’s not an easy job for a young girl like you.’

At that, Natasha looked up and thrust her face towards Tom. ‘Do you think saying no is allowed? Do you know what would have happened to me if I’d nixed it?’ Her mouth dropped open slightly, her young face a picture of incredulity. She looked down again and murmured something.

‘Sorry, Natasha. What did you say?’

She looked up again. ‘I said I wanted to do it.’ The room went quiet.

‘Do you want to tell us why?’ asked Tom, his voice quietly persuasive.

‘I think we need to move on, Tom. I think it’s upsetting Tasha too much.’ David looked at his daughter, the worry lines deep on his brow. ‘We need to be looking forwards now, don’t you agree.’

Natasha made a pfff sound.

Emma watched Tom’s face. She couldn’t read it.

‘Okay – what do you think will happen if whatever they were plotting is cancelled because of Slater’s arrest?’

‘They’ll come for me.’ The voice was quiet now, but there was no hesitation. She was in no doubt.

‘And if it goes ahead and it’s successful?’ This time she paused for longer.

‘I’ll go back. I’ll be thrown in The Pit for screwing up, then sent to Julie’s.’

Tom gave a questioning look to Emma and David. Emma nodded to show that she understood at least part of what Tasha was saying, but now wasn’t the time to repeat it.

‘Do you want to go back?’ Tom asked. Natasha looked up, glanced at David, then at Emma, and shrugged, dropping her head back down. Poor kid. It was so clear she didn’t feel she belonged anywhere.

Emma reached out her hand to Tasha’s. ‘You’re not going anywhere, Tasha. They’re not getting you back.’

Tasha snatched her hand away. ‘No? What if it’s me or Ollie? Then you’d change your tune, wouldn’t you?’

Tom shook his head at Emma, and she realised he wanted her to be quiet.

‘We’re going to make sure nobody hurts you, Natasha. You just have to help me a bit. Let’s start with where you’ve been living. There are lots of other kids there, aren’t there? Was it fun?’

Natasha made the scornful pfff sound again. ‘No,’ she said.

‘Did you have a favourite friend there?’

‘Izzy.’

‘How old’s Izzy?’

‘Same as me,’ she answered quietly. She looked up, straight at Tom. ‘Is she dead?’

Emma heard a sharp intake of breath from David and she closed her eyes. Something else she hadn’t told him.

‘Why do you think she might be dead?’ Tom asked.

‘Cos they put her in The Pit until she gave in, then they sent her to …’ Natasha paused and frowned. ‘She said she was going to run away, and I’d told her stuff I shouldn’t have. If she’d run away, they’d have caught her. There was that girl you thought was me. Is it Izzy?’

‘I don’t know, I’m afraid. That’s the truth, but we do believe it might be. Where do you think she would have gone?’

‘She’d have gone to the woods. When she used to run off from her mam’s she went there.’

‘You mentioned being sent to Julie’s. Who’s Julie?’

Natasha looked up, her eyes darting from Tom to Emma and back again. Her hand covered her mouth as she spoke.

‘I didn’t. I never said nothing about no Julie.’ She started to breathe rapidly as she dropped her gaze.

Emma wasn’t sure how much more of this Natasha was going to be able to take, but Tom was handling her well. Maybe it was because he had a daughter himself. Until Julie had been mentioned, she had seemed to be opening up to him, but now she looked wary again.

‘Let’s forget about Julie for now. What I would like to know is how you came to be living with Rory and Donna Slater.’

She looked at David for a long moment, then turned back to Tom.

‘It was the night Mummy died.’ Natasha’s voice caught slightly, and she suddenly sounded like the child she was six years ago. ‘The men grabbed me. I thought they were going to hurt me, but one of them picked me up and threw me in the back of a car.’ She stopped.

‘Why don’t you tell me everything you remember from that night. Just do your best.’

Emma watched Natasha’s face. She was looking at nobody, gazing, it seemed, at a waste bin in the corner of the room. Her face was pinched, as if she was consciously holding every feature taut. The only sound in the room was the faint hum of an antiquated heating system pumping warm air into the room around their feet. When Natasha started to talk, her voice was low – little more than a whisper – and the three adults in the room all leaned forwards to listen.

‘I think I’d been asleep, and I woke up because I heard Mummy talking. She was driving really slow and I could see another car on the road. I thought Mummy had stopped. But then she started going really fast. We went up a bit of a hill and then it was like we were on our side. We came down again, but then we were all over the road – like she couldn’t drive straight – and we shot back up this hill and the car turned over. It was upside down. Mummy called out,’ she looked up at Emma, ‘like I told you, but that was it.’

Tom gave Emma a questioning glance, but she shook her head. She would have to tell him, but unless Natasha said anything now, it could wait.

‘Do you remember what happened next?’

‘Suddenly there were lots of people. They seemed to come from out of the hedge and they were rushing towards me. I was screaming because they looked as if they were walking on their heads. I was crying for Mummy. Then somebody pulled me out of my car seat.’

Emma risked a glance at David. His face was white and she wished she could reach out and hold his hand, but Natasha was sitting between them. Everything the girl was saying proved beyond any doubt that it was no accident that had killed Caroline. Something had been planned and Tasha hadn’t wandered off, as they had always believed. It must have been tearing David apart to listen to this.

‘Can you remember anything else?’ Tom asked.

‘Not really. They were all shouting and swearing at each other. I only remember one thing that I heard. Somebody said, “What are we going to do with the fucking kid?” It was the first time I’d been called that.’

Emma was somehow certain that it wasn’t the last.
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Emma saw Tom glance at his watch. She knew time was short, but he was starting to look concerned.

‘Natasha, you’ve been really helpful, but I need to talk to your dad and Emma for a few moments. I’m not keeping secrets from you, but it’s better if there are some things you don’t know in case Rory or Finn contact you again. Is that okay?’

Natasha sucked her top lip and turned her head to glance at Emma under worried brows.

‘Tom, I’m not sure that Tasha should be on her own. Can I go with her?’ Emma asked.

‘No need – Becky’s down the hall. She’ll look after her. Give me a second.’

Tom consulted a post-it on the desk phone and pressed a number. While he was speaking, Emma turned to Natasha.

‘You’ll be okay with Becky, Tasha. We’re all looking out for you, I promise.’

Natasha’s eyes filled up for just a second before she glanced away and took some deep breaths. Emma looked at Tom. He was watching Natasha and he shook his head very gently as if the sadness of this child was stabbing at his heart too.

The moment was lightened as Becky pushed open the door and cast her easy smile around the room, her expression the right balance of concern for the circumstances and relaxed confidence that all would be well. She ushered Natasha into the corridor while offering to organise something for her to drink, and the room fell quiet as the door swung to.

Tom was all business again.

‘Okay. This is what we’re going to do. Emma – when we leave here, you’re coming with me. Becky’s going to change tops with you, and she’s going back with David and Natasha.’

Emma felt her eyes flood with tears and she put her head back, willing them not to spill. She knew that if she let go, she would begin to sob and would lose the last of her control. When she finally spoke, she could hear the broken tones of her own voice.

‘You told me you would help, Tom. What right have you got to separate me from my family now, of all times? What if they know that Becky’s not me, and it ruins everything?’

‘We need somebody in your house, Emma, just for three or four hours. No more.’

‘Why?’ she asked, lips clenched.

Tom was looking straight at her, his eyes locked on hers.

‘We need to do a risk assessment. If it was up to me, I’d take all three of you to a safe place now and start negotiations for your baby’s safe recovery. But I’m letting Natasha and David go home because we think the best chance for Ollie is if you appear to be going along with their wishes. Becky will work out the best plan to keep you all safe.’

Emma knew when she was beaten. Already she felt isolated – no Ollie, no David, and to her surprise the thought no Tasha sprang into her mind.

‘Becky also needs to talk to Natasha – to make sure that she’s now on our side, not on theirs. We don’t have time to be sure about that sitting in this office, and we can’t risk being wrong.’

Emma wasn’t sure herself. Tasha’s motivation for coming here had been fear – but it wasn’t clear whether the girl would feel safer helping them, or bowing to the wishes of her masters. At least she understood the gang’s rules, and at the heart of all this Emma was certain she was missing something. There was something Tasha was trying to tell her, but couldn’t. If only she knew what it was.

‘Do you need me right this minute, Tom? I know we’re running out of time, but I want to explain to Tasha myself why I’m not coming back. I don’t want her to think that somebody else has abandoned her.’ Emma caught David’s frown in her peripheral vision, but she was focused on Tom, praying that he would agree.

He nodded. Thank God.

‘Second door on the right, Emma. We’re out of here in five minutes.’

Emma stood up and, to her surprise, Tom walked her to the door. He held it open and moved slightly into the corridor.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked. ‘I need some time with you as well. I’ll explain later.’

Emma had no idea what he could possibly mean, but she nodded and walked off down the corridor, knowing Tom was watching, making sure she made it safely to the room where Becky and Tasha were waiting.

*

Tom felt that finally they had most of the picture. Caroline and Natasha, or maybe just Caroline, had been targeted for some reason. The car that Natasha said was blocking the road had gone by the time the police got there, and the men – by the sound of it the same men as this time – were hiding behind hedges. It could have been a random carjacking that had gone wrong, but Tom didn’t think so.

Then Caroline had died and the gang was left with a problem. Whether it was ransom or something else they were after, once there had been a death and police were crawling all over the place, it had to be called off. And they were left with Natasha, who had seen the whole thing. She wasn’t a baby – she would have been able to tell the police exactly what had happened.

It was hard to tell what David Joseph was feeling about all this. He was definitely pale and drawn and his eyes had a haunted look, as if in his head he was reliving every second of the accident, but Tom hadn’t quite decided what to make of him yet. It probably wasn’t the best time to meet him, given everything that had happened in the last few days, but Tom’s gut was telling him there was something going on beneath the surface – some fear that was beyond the obvious. He could see the attraction of the man – average height, slim build, boyish fair hair and fine-featured good looks – but he had yet to decide whether the charm was more than skin deep.

Is he good enough for Emma? He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was none of his business.

Tom sat down again and leaned forwards.

‘There’s another reason why Becky’s coming back with you, David. She has another job to do – with you. Do you know what a tiger kidnap is?’

‘Yeah, they kidnap one person to make another do something for them – something illegal. Is that right?’

‘Exactly. You run a safe deposit company – Joseph & Son – yes?’

David nodded.

‘That’s the most likely target, and I want you to talk Becky through how they might be planning to get in and what they might be after.’

Tom was fairly certain that this wasn’t the first tiger kidnap aimed at Joseph & Son, but he didn’t think it was helpful to share that thought right now.

‘It can’t be that,’ David said – in Tom’s mind with more hope than conviction. ‘They can’t get in – at least, they can’t break in. It’s impossible. And even if they did, they wouldn’t know what was in any of the boxes. It has to be something else they’re after.’

In spite of this seeming like the most obvious target for the gang, David seemed keen to reject it as a possibility.

‘We’re not ruling anything out. But briefly, why do you think it’s impossible?’

‘It’s the best security system money could buy. It’s all controlled by computer – the doors are all on a time lock. Even I can’t get in.’

‘How long have you had the security system in place?’ Tom asked.

‘About nine years, but the software’s regularly updated. It’s your brother Jack’s old company that does the work – Jack supervised it himself until he sold up. I promise you, it’s absolutely state of the art. I learned that lesson long ago.’ David raised his eyes as if at his own stupidity.

‘What do you mean?’

‘When I first took over the business from my dad, I was invited to a computer security seminar. Jack was running it. I hadn’t met him before, but he was genuinely inspiring and very persuasive. I decided we couldn’t afford him. More fool me!’

‘Go on,’ Tom prompted.

‘A couple of months after I’d been to the seminar, we were hacked. I went into the office one morning, and there was a file sitting in the centre of my computer screen. Not an email – a document file as if I’d saved it there. I opened it, and inside was a list of the first twenty of our customers with their names, addresses, passport numbers – and their security box numbers. At the bottom was a message telling me I’d been hacked; my clients would be informed unless I paid up. The message told me to write down the details of the bank account that I had to make the payment to, because within five minutes of opening the message, it was going to disappear. And it did. There was no point going to the police. I had no time and no evidence once the screen had cleared.’

Tom felt his throat tighten.

‘Can you remember the name of the account?’

‘It wasn’t a name. It was a number. Well – that’s not strictly true – there were a couple of letters I think, but mainly numbers.’

‘Have you still got the number?’

David blew out briefly through pursed lips. ‘No. I wanted to burn it. I kept it for a while, in case the opportunity ever came to use it, but in the end I ripped it up. And then went straight to Jack and got myself the best security money could buy.’

Tom knew he should be asking more, but he couldn’t. And he didn’t really need to.
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Huddled in the corner of the car, her legs hunched up onto the seat and her arms wrapped tightly around her upper body, Emma looked as if she was barely holding herself together.

Becky’s voice came over the radio.

‘All safe,’ she said. ‘David went for the car and drove it to the side of the supermarket as if Emma and Natasha were staying there to keep out of the rain. We jumped in, leaving David to load the shopping into the boot. The watchers would just have seen a flash of Emma’s blue sweater, and I put the hood up so they wouldn’t have had a clue it was me.’

‘Thanks, Becky. Keep me up to date. I’m going to get Emma settled, then I’ll give you a call – see where we’re up to. Remind David of the bugs in the kitchen and bedroom, but I think it’s safe to deactivate the one in the sitting room so you have somewhere to talk. According to Emma, they rarely use that room, so nobody will be expecting sound from there. You’re going to have to get David to do a bit of acting when you get there. He needs to say, “Why don’t you go and lie down” or something to you, so nobody will be expecting your voice. Then just move around the bedroom a bit so they can tell you’re there. You okay with that?’

‘No problem, boss.’

Tom ended the call and turned to Emma.

‘Everything’s fine, Emma. Becky knows what needs to be done, and then we’ll get you back to your family. I’m going to take you to my house for now.’

Tom continued to drive in silence until he turned into his drive. He ushered Emma quickly into the house, out of what had turned from torrential rain to a cold drizzle. Emma followed Tom into the kitchen and perched herself on a stool on the far side of the island unit, barely looking at her surroundings.

‘Are you cold?’ he asked. As soon as they had left the supermarket, Emma had started to shiver. She didn’t seem to have stopped since. But Tom wasn’t sure if she was shivering with cold, or with anxiety.

‘I’m fine,’ Emma looked at Tom. ‘It’s just that whenever I’m cold, or hot, or wet, or hungry, I just think about Ollie. Is he warm enough? Have they fed him?’

‘I know. It must be dreadful. But it’s important that you keep functioning too. So what can I get you to drink?’ Tom asked, switching the coffee machine on. He needed a double espresso, given his lack of sleep for the last forty-eight hours.

‘Would it be possible to have a gin and tonic, do you think? I really need it.’

Tom rooted around in a cupboard, certain he had gin, but not too convinced about the tonic. Finally he found a bottle hiding at the back. He heard a subdued sniff and knew that Emma was crying quietly. Her voice when she spoke was uneven, ragged.

‘I’ve hated Natasha, you know. With every breath in my body I have wanted to kill her. But the more I learn about her past and the future she’s expecting, the more I worry for her. Is that ridiculous? She took my baby – but now I want to fight for Tasha too. I don’t want her to go back to that life. I won’t let it happen.’

‘We won’t let it happen either. We’ll get the people who took her – every last one of them. I just wish we knew a bit more, and that’s why I wanted to talk to you. I want you to try to remember every single detail of your conversations with Natasha and what you heard when she was talking to Rory Slater.’

Tom handed Emma her drink and looked at her face. She was chewing her bottom lip and wouldn’t quite meet his eyes. He pulled up another stool.

‘What?’ he asked. ‘Whatever it is, just tell me.’

Emma waited, as if she was trying to find the right words.

‘I can’t see how it’s relevant but, according to Tasha, Caroline shouted a man’s name before she crashed the car. David and I have talked about it, and as far as he’s aware, Caroline only knew one man with this name. I don’t understand it, and neither does David, but the name she shouted was Jack.’

Tom felt his body jolt. Jack had been so much in his mind recently with the SD card, the Swiss bank, the list of names and dates, not to mention what David had just told him. But somehow that had felt like an intellectual exercise. The fact that Caroline Joseph had called the name Jack as her car went into a spin punched a shot of adrenaline into Tom’s system. It could be some other Jack – but what were the chances of Caroline knowing another Jack, one that her husband had never heard of?

He barely listened to Emma as she explained how Caroline had known his brother, but he remembered that David Joseph’s name had come up when Leo was talking about Jack’s clients.

‘What are you thinking?’ Emma asked.

He had to focus back on Natasha and Ollie.

‘I’m trying to think how accurate a six-year-old’s memory is likely to be. I can’t remember much from when I was six – can you?’

‘No, but with all due respect that’s more than thirty years ago. When you’re thirteen, six isn’t so long ago. And it was a traumatic night for her.’

‘I think her memory seems pretty accurate when she says the men looked as if they were walking on their heads. We know the car was upside down – that’s how it was when the emergency services got there.’

‘When Tasha was telling us the story, she said something else. She said she remembered Caroline saying, “What’s going on?” to whoever was on the phone. She may have got it wrong, of course, but if Caroline sounded scared Natasha might well have remembered accurately.’

A picture had started to form in Tom’s mind when Natasha had first told him about the men, and this made the picture so much worse. He didn’t like the shape of it at all.

*

Tom had settled Emma in the sitting room with her drink so he could make some calls. He wanted to talk to her and to milk from her every drop of information that Natasha had shared, but for now Emma said she was happy with notepad and pencil. She would try to relive each moment and write it all down.

A call from the incident room had revealed that Rory Slater had been allowed home, there being no proof whatsoever that he had anything to do with the drugs being carried by one of his lads. The police had searched the Slaters’ home and found nothing – not that they expected to. Anything of interest would have been whisked away the moment Rory and Rick had failed to arrive home from the train station. But it had given them a chance to bug the house, and Tom was praying that something would come up – something to give them a clue where Ollie was.

Becky had also asked DC Nic Havers to go back to Silvia Briggs’s house and get a DNA sample from her. They could rush it through, but it would still be twenty-four hours before they had the result, when they would know for sure if the body in the wood belonged to Isabella aka Izzy Briggs. Twenty-four hours - if they were lucky. If it turned out to be positive, the Slaters would have to be questioned because Izzy had been living with them, and if they hadn’t found Ollie by then it would all get so much more complicated.

This case was so complex and problematic that Tom wished he had Jack here to draw him a flowchart. His brother was never far from his thoughts at the moment.

When he returned to the sitting room, Emma was leaning back on the sofa, eyes closed, clutching some paper in her hand, but not paper from the notepad. She opened her eyes and looked at Tom.

‘Talking about Jack reminded me. I’ve got something to show you. They’re the two letters I received from Jack – the one when he dumped me, and the other when he was asking for forgiveness just before he died. I brought them for you.’

Tom stood still. He didn’t know if he wanted to read the letters or not. He had enough on his mind without clouding it with more memories of Jack. Emma put the letters on the coffee table.

‘I printed them out. I knew he’d wipe them from my computer as soon as I’d opened them and had time to read them – so it was the first thing I did.’

‘You said he ended your relationship by email?’

‘Well, technically not email – he hacked into my computer.’

‘And did what, exactly?’

‘You know Jack couldn’t be bothered with things like email. And if you remember, he hated using the phone with a passion.’

Tom did indeed remember. Whenever Jack had no option but to use the telephone – mobile or landline – he would hold it in one hand and rub the top of his head with the other, as if totally perplexed. It had always been a source of amusement between Tom and Emma.

‘If he wanted to send me a message,’ Emma said, ‘he would write something and then hack into my desktop and leave a folder or a file sitting right in the middle so I couldn’t miss it. He liked me to know that he’d been there and could look at anything on my computer if he wanted to. It amused him.’

Tom was silent for a moment. ‘Did you tell David any of this?’

Emma looked puzzled. ‘He knew Jack had dumped me by email – sort of – but if you mean about the hacking into my computer, I don’t think so. Why?’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ Tom didn’t want to voice his suspicions out loud, even to Emma.

He took the letters and glanced at the first one. He realised immediately that this was something he needed to do in private and he was trying to work out how to excuse himself without appearing rude when Emma picked up her notepad and pencil again and mouthed the word ‘Go.’ He didn’t need telling twice.

Dear Emma

I am finding this email very difficult to write, but I don’t think I could bear to have this conversation face to face.

For the last few months, I’ve felt that we have drifted apart. Perhaps it was because I was no longer working full time and had too much time on my hands, but being together 24/7 showed me that we have little to say to each other. It was only when you went away for a brief stay with your family that it struck me how liberated I felt by your absence. And now that I’m away from you in London, it is even more apparent.

I’m sorry if that sounds cruel. It isn’t meant to be, and we have had some wonderful times together in the past. But our future is not as a couple.

I must tell you this now, as you will be certain to find out. I have met somebody else. She is a woman who has the same values as me, who enjoys the life of freedom that I now have and isn’t always in search of the next worthy cause to contribute to. She wants fun just as much as I do, and with that in mind we leave tomorrow for Monaco where I plan to buy a home in the sun.

I hope you can find it in you to forgive me for the hurt that I have inevitably caused, but I think you need a man who is more serious than I am.

I have transferred ownership of our home into your name, and you can keep it with my blessing. I have also taken my name off our joint bank accounts, and you are welcome to the not inconsiderable sums in each of them. As you know, I have funds in other places and if you find yourself in need of anything financially, please do not hesitate to contact me.

With affection always

Jack

Tom read the letter again. He couldn’t believe Jack would have done this to Emma. It seemed so unlike him. He would have been much more likely to end things by causing a monumental row, so that somehow it wasn’t his fault.

Tom opened the second folded note, and saw a much shorter message.

My darling Em

I’m sorry if the letter I sent all those months ago hurt you. You deserved better. You are, and always have been, wonderful.

I’ve made many mistakes in my life, and the day of reckoning has finally arrived. The decision I’ve made is going to cause pain to many people, particularly my family, but they have Tom. It’s the only way out of an unbearable existence. I’m sorry it’s come to this, but the time for me to leave this life has arrived. This time it’s goodbye forever.

Please forgive me for all my failures, and find your own happiness. If anybody deserves it, you do.

Jack

Tom felt his throat constrict. What could have happened to his brother to make him feel that life wasn’t worth living?
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Becky had managed to complete two of the tasks assigned to her, but was struggling with the third. Natasha had locked herself back in her bedroom and wouldn’t speak to her. At least Becky had managed to convince Natasha to leave her phone downstairs, so she knew the girl wasn’t contacting any of those bastards and sharing information. She would deal with her later. First, she needed to feedback to Tom.

He answered his radio immediately.

‘Tom – we’re doing okay here. I’ve done a risk assessment, and it’s not great. There are several possible points of entry downstairs – front door, back door, French windows in the sitting room and dining room, and then there’s a huge kitchen-living room at the back of the house that not only has the back door, but also some glass doors to the garden.’

‘Bollocks – that makes it hard to protect them. Can we get a team in?’

Becky hated giving Tom bad news. She wanted to solve problems, not create them. But she had no ideas that would work.

‘I know we checked for surveillance, but this lot seem smart and I’d hate to risk it. There’s no back way in – all the paths lead down the side of the house and out the front. With a bit of time we could do something to bring more of us in, but creating a point of entry to the garden through the thick hedge and bushes would be noisy at night.’

‘What’s your recommendation, Becky?’

‘I don’t think Natasha is safe, and I think she knows it. If it all goes wrong they’ll blame her – and we know what will happen to her then. If it goes right, they’ll expect her back – they can’t afford to leave her here. If we’re going to protect Natasha, I suggest we have an armed response team standing close by. Very close by.’

With Tom’s agreement to organise the team and set up liaison with her, she moved on to describing her conversations with David Joseph.

‘I’ll be as succinct as possible. The vault and all the offices at Joseph & Son are below ground. Access to the building is via a communal entrance – lots of people know the code, but it only gets them as far as the entrance hall. There’s a coded keypad to Joseph & Son, but it’s on a time lock and can’t be opened outside working hours.’

‘Is he sure about that, Becky?’

‘He says so – we’d have to ask the people who installed it to be sure. Anyway, each safe deposit box has two keys – one kept by the owner, the other by Joseph & Son. You need both to open a box. The company’s keys are stored in a room that’s protected by a biometric lock and only four people’s prints can open it. David, of course, is one of them. There’s another biometric lock to the main area of the vault. That’s it.’

Becky hoped she hadn’t missed anything. David Joseph had gone on and on about how it was impossible, pacing the room, hands in pockets, repeating over and over that it couldn’t be done.

‘What about the contents of the boxes? Does he know what’s in them?’ Tom asked.

‘He says they don’t have a clue. The owners pull their box from its safe and take it into a private room to put whatever they want in. There are ordinary safes too, without boxes inside, in various larger sizes. According to David, a random attack would be a complete waste of time. He thinks most of the boxes hold personal documents, wills, house deeds – even love letters. But he says it’s irrelevant, because nobody can get in. Whatever’s going to happen, he says he’s convinced it’s got nothing to do with the vault.’

‘I can hear a ‘but’ there, Becky. What are you thinking?’

Becky knew she was sticking her neck out; Tom would understand, though, even if she turned out to be wrong.

‘I don’t believe him, Tom. He knows it’s the vault – but he doesn’t want us to know that he knows.’

*

There was nothing from his conversation with Becky that Tom thought worth sharing with Emma. Certainly he didn’t want her to know that her home was vulnerable. But as he made his way back to the sitting room he decided there was one thing he needed to ask her, because no matter how hard he tried to forget them, Jack’s words kept spinning through his mind. Unbearable existence.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked when he returned to the room.

‘I’m okay, but I need to ask how you would feel about me speaking to a professional about the last letter from Jack, to see if it’s possible to understand his frame of mind when he wrote it.’

Emma leaned back, resting her head against the sofa. ‘Do what you want, Tom. Do you mean a psychiatrist?’

‘No - a forensic linguist. They study how language is used – analyse the words and the structure of sentences – to get an understanding of the underlying meaning.’

Emma shrugged her shoulders. ‘It’s up to you. But it’s all a bit academic since he’s dead anyway.’

She was right, of course. But he was finding out other things about his brother and struggling to make sense of it all.

‘Thanks Emma. I appreciate that, and you’ll be pleased to hear that Becky’s nearly done at your house – she just wants to talk to Natasha and then we can get you back to them. How’s the list going?’

‘I don’t know if any of it’s useful. Tasha talked about the kind of jobs she had to do and the punishment she received. I’m not sure it will help, Tom, but I’ll carry on until Becky’s ready and see if I can think of anything else.’

‘Fine,’ Tom said. ‘I’m going to check in with a few people. I’ll go to my study, but I’ll let you know the minute there’s any news. Is that all right?’

Emma gave him a distracted nod of the head. He was certain she would prefer to be alone.

His study was actually a wide area off the hall at the front of the house. It had a small fireplace, and was surprisingly cosy even in the middle of winter. He sat down, the letters still in his hand, and stared at them for a moment longer, then pushed them to the back of his desk.

He wanted to call Becky back, but he knew she would call him when there was something to report. He looked at his watch.

‘Bollocks,’ he muttered. He knew he had to do this. He pulled the letters back towards him, grabbed his phone and stood up, walking towards the window as he dialled. He looked out at the dark and dismal night, the fine drizzle creating a shimmer around the yellow street lamps, their light reflecting back from the wet pavements. Surely Jack would have realised that no matter how depressing the outlook, there was always the hope that the next day would be brighter?

The phone was answered on the fourth ring.

‘Clara? It’s Tom Douglas. I wonder if you could do me a favour?’ he asked.

Tom explained about Jack’s suicide letter, and Clara suggested the quickest way to get it to her would be for Tom to take a photo of it with his phone.

‘Do you have any other examples of his writing? Something for me to compare it to?’ she asked.

‘Sadly I have a letter in which he ends a long-standing relationship with his fiancé – will that do.’

‘Perfect. I can give you a preliminary view very quickly,’ Clara said. ‘It’ll be superficial – first impressions only. Anything more in depth will have to wait, I’m afraid.’

‘An initial reaction would be great. If it needs more, then obviously I’ll pay for your time.’

‘Let’s worry about that later. Send them now. I’ll have a quick look and get back to you with my thoughts.’

Thanking Clara, Tom ended the call and used the side of his hand to iron out the creases in the letters a little. He quickly took a photo of each and, as he forwarded them to Clara, he felt a slight lessening of tension across his shoulders.

He looked at his watch again. Time seemed to be standing still. He walked into the kitchen and made another cup of coffee. Thinking he should see if Emma wanted anything to eat, he realised he had barely eaten for hours. It had been too late when he arrived home the night before, and anyway he had been keen to wrap himself around Leo’s warm body.

‘Shit,’ he muttered, realising with a stab of guilt that he hadn’t phoned Leo since abandoning her in the middle of the previous night. He grabbed his private phone.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry I’ve not called, but things have been hectic.’

‘Where are you now? Are you at home?’

Tom paused, not quite sure what to say.

‘Was that a particularly difficult question, Tom?’

‘Sorry, Leo, I am at home, but I’m not going to be able to see you tonight. I can’t explain at the moment. It’s a bit tricky – but I will when everything’s sorted.’

His work phone started to ring.

‘Bugger. I’m really sorry, I’m going to have to go – there’s another call coming in.’

He was about to tell her he loved her, and say he would call her tomorrow, but she had already hung up.

With a shrug, he accepted the incoming call.

‘That was quick, Clara – I thought you would need hours.’

‘I would, to do a detailed analysis. But they’re short letters and there are some immediate observations I can make. This is a five-minute analysis. Are you ready for this?’

‘Fire away,’ Tom said, almost wishing he hadn’t started this.

‘The first thing to say is that while they made interesting reading for me in my professional capacity, they must have been pretty heartbreaking to receive.’

‘I couldn’t agree more’

‘Am I right in thinking that he died right after he sent the second note?’ Clara asked.

‘He sent it the day before he died. That’s why Emma was so upset – she felt she should have done something.’

‘Well you can tell Emma from me to stop beating herself up. I’d be very surprised indeed if this were a suicide note, Tom.’

Tom frowned. What on earth could she mean? It had seemed pretty clear to him.

‘We both know there are two types of suicide – those who mean to die, and those who are sending out a cry for help and then somehow it all goes wrong. Your brother was killed in an accident, wasn’t he?’

‘That’s right. The boat was a total wreck, ripped to pieces.’

‘That doesn’t sound like a botched cry for help – not like taking tablets and hoping somebody gets to you in time. If he intended the accident to happen, then he intended to die.’

‘I’d say so, yes,’ Tom responded, wondering where this was going.

‘Well, then, I’m even more convinced this isn’t a suicide note.’

Clara had his full attention.

‘How can you tell?’

‘Generally speaking, people who’ve truly decided to take their own lives have usually stopped relating to the outside world. They’re psychologically isolated from others. They’ve come to a decision, and death – in their mind – is the only option. It wouldn’t be typical of a person who had genuinely decided to kill himself to show awareness of the pain it would cause to others – this is from a man who doesn’t appear to be introspective enough. He is concerned for Emma, his family.’

Tom was silent. This was good news, wasn’t it? Why didn’t it feel that way?

‘You’re sure about this, are you?’

‘I would say that Jack was certainly about to do something, but at the time of writing – and that’s the crucial point – I don’t believe he intended to kill himself. Obviously that could have changed, and he could have had a moment of irrationality a day later. But real suicides, as opposed to those who are hoping to be stopped in time, tend to kill themselves immediately after writing their note. They intend the note to be found after their death because they don’t want to be stopped.’

‘Thanks, Clara,’ he said quietly. ‘I owe you one.’

‘Well, before you go, you might be interested to know that the other letter – the one ending the relationship with Emma – may have come from Jack, but I’m fairly certain he didn’t write it.’

Tom’s thoughts had been drifting – harsh, colourful images of Jack’s last moments invading his mind. He caught the last few words.

‘Sorry – what did you say?’ he asked.

‘I suspect that this letter was written by a woman. It could be that the new woman he mentions told him what he had to write, but I’m sure they’re not his words.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘All those personal pronouns and social relationships, for one thing. But there are other clues: females tend to progress information using the negative, such as “I don’t think”, or “our future is not as a couple”. They hedge – you know, use polite forms – to soften the information – “perhaps”, or “I’m sorry if …” – and they refer more to cognitive and emotional processes: think, feel, hope. I’m happy to give you a comprehensive breakdown if you want, but it would have to wait.’

‘No, Clara – that’s not an issue, really. I need to think about it all.’

As Tom ended the call, thanking Clara for being so prompt with her response, he couldn’t drag his thoughts away from the letter that Emma had assumed was a suicide note.

He had always believed that Jack’s death was an accident, but given everything he was learning or surmising about his brother, he now had to come to terms with the possibility that Jack had been murdered.
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Becky ran across the hall, cursing under her breath. She had only popped into the kitchen for a glass of water and now, through her earpiece, she was getting a message. She couldn’t respond until she was out of the kitchen – away from the bug.

‘DI Robinson,’ she answered breathlessly as she closed the sitting-room door.

‘Ma’am, we’ve picked something up on one of the bugs in the Slaters’ house. Donna Slater received a phone call a few minutes ago. It was from a mobile, so we only heard her side of the call on the whole – but the woman at the other end was shouting, and we’ve done a quick clean-up and managed to get some of her part of the conversation.’

Becky felt a renewed shot of energy. They wouldn’t be contacting her if it was nothing.

‘The call is from another woman, who Donna calls Julie. We’ll piece the whole thing together as best we can and send it to you, but we thought you might like the headlines now.’

Becky tapped her foot impatiently.

‘The woman called Julie was talking about a baby, saying something about not sleeping. She said – or rather screamed – that nobody had ever told her having a baby was so difficult. Donna replied, “Well when it’s your first it’s always difficult to know what to do when they cry,” so we assumed this Julie had just had a baby and was asking advice from somebody who appears to have had about ten.’

‘And …’

‘And then Donna said, “Give him a biscuit.” Now I’ve never had a baby myself, but even I know that you don’t give a newborn a biscuit.’

The blood was suddenly pounding through Becky’s body. A woman has just ‘had’ a baby, but this baby isn’t a newborn – and they referred to him as a boy. It was too much of a coincidence. It had to be Ollie.

*

It had been good of Tom to leave Emma in peace, but much as she had craved solitude in the past twenty-four hours, there was a huge difference between curling up in a chair in Ollie’s room, where she could feel her son all around her, and sitting in a room she had never seen before, surrounded by somebody else’s possessions. She felt lost, alone, even though Tom was just outside the door.

She angrily wiped fresh tears away. She didn’t want to think of her own pain. She wanted to focus every thought on Ollie – to let him know how much she missed him and loved him.

And now all this business with Jack and his involvement with Caroline was confusing her. How could he have known something was about to happen? Why did it feel that the past and the present were somehow colliding?

It had taken Emma a long time to admit that she would never again love anybody the way she had loved Jack. That rush of excitement when he came home after a day or two away; the passion with which he had loved her; the moments of joy when he would impulsively pull her to her feet and dance with her, holding her close, or whizzing her wildly round the room, laughter finally making them collapse together in a heap on the nearest chair – they were moments never to be repeated.

He had hurt her so deeply, though, and more than anything she had wanted a calmer type of love with David. She felt they’d had that until this week. Now they had both seen a side of the other that neither had known existed. David would never have expected her to sneak out in the night to follow Natasha, and she would have expected him to be more proactive, more energised. He seemed prepared to sit back – to let everything take its course and to pretend that it was all going to be all right in the end.

Would they ever get back to the couple they had been?

She had no more time to think about it, though, as Tom burst into the room, a look of excitement lighting up his tired face.

‘I’ve just had a call from Becky,’ he said.

Emma pushed herself to her feet, knowing this was going to be good news.

‘Do you remember Natasha mentioned somebody called Julie? Well, we think that Julie may be the person who has Ollie.’

Emma closed her eyes and swallowed.

‘But we don’t know who she is, so how the hell do we find her?’ she asked.

There was only one answer.

‘We ask Natasha.’

*

Natasha lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, its deep shadow brightened in one large circle by a single lamp on her bedside table. She didn’t like the dark – never had since that night when, just for a moment, everything had gone black as her mum’s car had turned over and over, her head banging on the roof of the car, her legs swinging backwards and forwards. The next thing she could remember was being dragged from the car, screaming. One of the men had shaken her until she had stopped. It seemed as if everybody was talking in urgent whispers, their voices low. The one who shook her had the deepest voice of all of them. He’d sounded as if he had a sore throat or a cough, because his words had jagged edges. She couldn’t remember what he had said. Except for that one thing – the phrase that had gone round and round in her head ever since.

‘Her mam’s dead. She’s no use to us now. Get rid of her.’

Then he had pushed her towards a man who smelled bad – the man who she now knew was Rory – and he had chucked her in the back of a car.

She had thought she was going to die, and for a long time she wished she had because when they took her out of the car they threw her in The Pit – to hide her, to keep her quiet. She could still taste the stench of the room, feel the cold and damp that left her shivering. They said she had to stay in there until it was safe – but she didn’t know what that meant. She did now, though. She had had to stay in there until she believed herself to be Shelley Slater, not Natasha Joseph. She had to forget the past. It was done. Over.

Now here she was – back in that past that was supposed to all be behind her. Was she Natasha Joseph, or was she Shelley Slater? She no longer knew. And what about the future? She couldn’t stay here. They wouldn’t let her.

She felt alone, as if she had been dumped in the middle of a vast desert with no sign of life in any direction. It was a bit like a film she had watched with the little kids at home.

It would probably be best for everybody if she was dead. Maybe that was the answer. Maybe that’s how Izzy had felt.

Her body tensed as she heard a soft knock on the door. What did he want – again? But it wasn’t David.

‘It’s Becky. I need to talk to you, Tasha. Can I come in?’ Becky’s voice was an urgent whisper.

Natasha watched as the handle went down, secure in the knowledge that nobody could get past the chest of drawers that she had pushed behind the door.

‘I can’t shout – the bug in your dad’s bedroom might pick me up, but it’s about Ollie. We think we might know where he is and we need your help.’

Natasha pushed herself off the bed. She felt numb. She was sorry about Ollie. She didn’t want anything to happen to him, but if the police found him because of her, Rory or Finn would come and get her.

She used all her strength to push the chest of drawers out of the way and let Becky in.

‘What’s happened?’

Becky walked over and sat on the bed, patting the cover by her side. She was pleased and more than a little surprised when Natasha sat down.

‘You know how important this is, don’t you?’ Becky asked, turning to Natasha and clasping the girl’s hands in her own. ‘You mustn’t tell anybody what we know – you do understand, don’t you?’

Did they think she was an idiot?

‘Tom says you mentioned somebody called Julie. What do you know about Julie?’

Natasha’s mouth went dry. She had never met Julie, but she knew all about her – what she did and how she managed her girls.

Natasha shook her head. She really didn’t want this to be happening.

‘Come on, Tasha. Ollie needs your help. You need to decide whose side you’re on. I know this is hard. You’re terrified of Rory Slater and the rest of that lot, and so you should be. But we can’t protect you unless we can trust you. You’re one of them, or you’re not. Which is it going to be?’

Natasha felt the last of her resistance drain away. She was tired. She had spent her life being scared – scared of doing something wrong at home; scared of being caught nicking stuff; scared of being Shelley Slater when she knew she was Tasha Joseph. Now her biggest fear was of Finn coming to get her.

They thought they understood, but they didn’t. They didn’t know it all, and when they did they would understand why she’d done it – but there was no place for her here, or anywhere else. She had no idea what to do, but it suddenly felt easiest if she just gave them what they wanted. She had no idea what was going to happen to her, but the one thing she did know was that since he had gone, she had missed Ollie. Missed him calling her name and trying to hug her leg; missed just knowing he was there. She wanted him to be safe. And the only way she could make sure was by helping them – the pigs – her father – all the people she had been taught to hate. But Ollie was innocent. Perhaps he was the only one who was, but it was Ollie she was fighting for now.

‘I don’t know where Julie lives,’ she said quietly. ‘If that’s what you’re hoping for, I really don’t know. She’s got two houses, though. I heard Rory saying that to Donna. She has girls working for her – some on the streets, the young ones like me at one of the houses. Not the one she lives in. I don’t know nothing else.’

Becky looked disappointed, but gave her hand a squeeze.

‘Okay, but if you think of anything, let me know. Do you want to come downstairs?’

Natasha shook her head and Becky turned back towards the top of the stairs.

There was something else that Natasha knew – something that might help. She was in it up to her neck now. What difference did it make?

‘Becky – Julie has a burger van. It’s where Rory picks the skunk up from.’ She felt a tiny prick of something like pride when Becky turned and flashed her a huge smile.

‘That’s great, Tasha. Brilliant. Well done. Come with me. We’ll speak to Tom now, and he might want to ask you another couple of things. Okay?’

At that moment David came racing upstairs brandishing Natasha’s phone. It was ringing. Without a word, he thrust it into Natasha’s hand and she felt instantly sick. She didn’t want to speak to anybody. Not now, not ever. But she had to.

‘Hello,’ she whispered, looking from David to Becky as she listened. She hung up the phone without another word and turned to Becky, ignoring her father. She knew if she spoke her voice would crack and break, and she swallowed hard, trying to stop it. What Rory had asked couldn’t be done, and she – Natasha – would get the blame for not telling him. She might as well be dead.

‘What, Tasha?’ Becky was asking, and Natasha realised it wasn’t for the first time.

‘It’s all going down tonight after all. They want to speak to David in ten minutes – but they want Emma there too.’

*

Tom was just debating whether to begin the reverse swap when his radio beeped.

‘Becky? What’s up?’

She quickly filled Tom in on everything that Natasha had told her, including the content of the call from Rory Slater.

‘Good work,’ Tom said. ‘If Natasha’s right and Julie is the woman with the burger van, I’m fairly certain Paul Green from Titan told me that one of the gang’s enforcers has a wife who runs a burger van. It sounds as if it’s not the only thing she does. I’ll get hold of Titan and ask if they have an address for Julie’s husband, Finn McGuinness. Then I’ll get a covert team out there. We need to know for sure that the baby’s there before we go charging in.’

Tom walked quickly back into the sitting room. Emma leaped up from her seat, clearly identifying from Tom’s urgent tone that something was happening.

‘We don’t have time to get Emma back in the house before the call comes through. Becky – you’re going to have to coach David. He’s going to have to tell them that Emma is being sick. He has to insist that they tell him what has to be done and he’ll write it down.’

Emma was standing right by Tom, looking as if she wanted to rip the radio from his hands and shout, ‘What? Tell me!’ Tom lifted his hand and grasped her shoulder.

‘You need to tell him to put the phone on speaker. He can make the excuse that he needs his hands free so he can write down their instructions. You leave your radio open – mute any incoming calls, and remember not to make a sound or the bug in the kitchen will pick you up – but I want to hear what they’re asking for.’

Tom ended the call and immediately consulted his contacts to get Paul Green’s mobile number.

Emma’s face was a mix of hope and fear, but he didn’t have time to explain everything to her yet.

The Titan officer answered the phone immediately.

‘Tom – are things hotting up at your end?’

‘They are – and for you to know that, I can only assume the same is happening at yours. We need you to give us an address for Finn McGuinness – can you get somebody to radio it through to Inspector Robinson, please?’ Tom hung on while Paul passed on the instruction. ‘What’s the score with you, then?’

‘Our CHIS has said it’s going to happen tonight, but he’s still unable to tell us exactly what “it” is.’

‘What’s your informant’s role in this, then?’

‘I can’t say at the moment. Sorry – you know how it is. I may be able to tell you more later, though.’

‘Okay, we’re waiting here hopefully with an open line to listen to their demands. I’ll get back to you the minute we know more.’

Tom hung up the phone, and was about to bring an anxious Emma up to date when his radio signalled a call from Becky.

Nobody spoke, but they could hear a phone ringing in the background. Then a voice.

‘This is David Joseph. What do you want, and where the hell is my son?’
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Emma was rooted to the spot. What was going on? Tom hadn’t had a moment to speak to her since he had come back into the room, but he kept giving her tense nods which she thought were probably supposed to be reassuring, but they weren’t. She couldn’t interrupt him, though, because he had switched up the volume on his radio and she could hear David talking.

‘Tell me what I’ve got to do. Let’s get this over with, so I can get my family back.’ David’s voice was thick with tension.

There was silence for a moment, then he spoke again.

‘You’ve no right to say that to me. You want my help, don’t you?’

Emma saw a puzzled frown on Tom’s face.

‘No, she’s not here. She’s being sick, if you must know. She can’t keep anything down – not even water. You tell me, and I’ll tell her.’

There was a pause.

‘No, I will not get her. You’ll have to tell me.’ David said, somehow managing to put several days of pent-up rage into the word ‘not’. ‘Just tell me what I’ve got to do.’

Silence. Emma wondered if he had overplayed his hand. Why hadn’t he put the bloody phone on speaker?

‘Can we not do this? I’ve told you – I’ll do as you ask. I’ll do anything to get my son back.’

There was a longer silence.

‘You know that’s not true,’ David said quietly.

Then the silence stretched and stretched. The call must have been over.

Tom switched his radio off.

‘Becky will call me from the other room in a moment. I don’t understand exactly what went on there, but there’s some other good news. I don’t want to get your hopes up yet, but we think we know where Julie lives. We need to be certain Ollie’s there before we blow our cover and go charging in, but if we’re right, we could have him back very soon.

*

Tom’s radio crackled. ‘Yes, Becky – what the hell happened? Why didn’t he put his phone on speaker?’

Tom was frustrated with David Joseph. It would have been so much better if they could have heard both sides of the conversation.

‘He says he forgot, I’m afraid, Tom. I kept signalling him, but he ignored me.’

‘Did you ask him what they said? Some of his answers seemed a bit off.’ Tom had started to march backwards and forwards.

‘He said they want both David and Emma to be by the phone again in one hour for final instructions. I tried to go through the questions word for word, but David seemed really stressed and I didn’t want to push him too much.’

‘Okay. Have the armed response team been in touch? They’re in position?’ he paused. ‘Excellent. You know what to do. Take the Range Rover, as if you’re going to fill it up. You know where and when. See you in about fifteen minutes. Well done, Becky.’

Emma’s white face appeared ghostlike in the lamplight of the sitting room, the shadows around her eyes jet black, and Tom felt a pang of guilt. She must be desperate to know what was happening.

‘They’re calling back in an hour and they want you there. What you need to understand is that we’ve been unable to get any support into the house for you, so whatever they send David off to do, you’re going to be left in the house on your own with Natasha. You’ll be exposed, and I don’t like it.’

‘Let’s just do what they’re asking. Please Tom. You said you know where Ollie is – can’t you get him back now and then it won’t matter who’s where, will it?’

‘We’ve got a team checking out the information about Ollie. But it might take some time. You can’t barge into a house full of gang members, Emma, and if he’s not there we’ll have blown it. Look, this is what’s going to happen.’

Tom quickly laid out the plan to get Emma back into the house.

‘You can talk me through your notes on the way, and I’ll tell you how to keep safe when you’re on your own. But you must do what I suggest, Emma. These men don’t play nicely.

*

Neither Tom nor Emma spoke for a few moments as the car sped away from his home. Emma was sitting up straight in the car, leaning slightly forwards as if she were willing him to go faster.

They were about to meet up with an officer who was bringing a radio and had arranged to meet Becky at a petrol station about ten minutes from Emma’s home. They would swap jackets in the ladies again, in case Becky had been followed. It was still raining, so they had the perfect excuse to hide under hoods.

‘Why do you think they want me there, Tom?’

‘I don’t know. It’s pointless speculating. They probably want confirmation that everything’s the way they’re expecting it to be.’

To keep Emma’s mind active and prevent her from thinking through all the possible scenarios, Tom asked her to read the notes she had written, prompting her for more information as she spoke. He only expressed an opinion once.

‘Christ, that poor kid,’ he said when Emma described how Natasha had been thrown in The Pit until she accepted that she was Shelley Slater.

Tom saw the lights of the petrol station up ahead.

‘As soon as you get home, make sure your mobile is fully charged – the Australian one you’ve been using. Switch it to silent, vibration off, and leave it turned off completely unless you need it. Give it to David when he goes to do whatever it is that they want. We can’t give him a wire – it’s the first thing they would check. Same with the phone, but if he does have to meet them, tell him to switch the phone off and hide it in the car.’

He felt Emma shudder at the thought. He needed to make her understand, though.

‘In the meantime, remember to put your phone on speaker if you call me. I’ll be able to hear every word. I’ll mute my end so they can’t hear me. GPS is switched on so we can track whoever has the phone. They don’t know about your Australian phone, so they can’t track you, but we can. David should take it with him when he goes to do whatever they ask, but he has to be very careful about when he uses it. If he has to meet with the gang for any reason, it must be switched off. They’ll have signal detectors, so make sure he understands that.’

Tom quickly gave Emma instructions how to use the radio, which she could keep with her in the house.

‘This is your lifeline, Emma. Once David has left, lock yourself and Natasha in an upstairs room – put something heavy behind the door. If you hear anything that concerns you, press that red button. It will put you straight through to the support team, and they’ll be less than three minutes away, so don’t worry.’

Tom pulled into the petrol station forecourt and got out to walk Emma into the shop. Her movements felt jerky, and Tom casually draped his arm around her shoulders, trying to pass some of his strength through to her. At the back of the shop, Emma made her way towards the toilets and disappeared from view. Tom bought a magazine and some mints and walked back to his car, looking at his watch – for all the world like a man wishing his wife would hurry up.

There was one call he had to make.

‘Philippa, it’s Tom.’

‘Tom – how’s it going? DI Robinson has updated me on the news about Ollie. Where are you now?’

Tom told her what the gang had demanded.

‘Bloody hell, Tom – the family’s a bit exposed’

Tom gazed at the empty forecourt and at the fine drizzle that hadn’t stopped for hours. He knew leaving them in the house was a risk, but if Emma did exactly what he had told her, they should be fine. If he pulled them all out and tried to open negotiations with the gang, he didn’t think they would ever see little Ollie Joseph again.

‘Keep me informed, Tom. I don’t like it, but I can see you had little choice.’
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Natasha sat on the edge of her bed, legs dangling just above the floor and hands jammed under her thighs to stop them trembling. Becky had gone and Emma was coming back – coming to discover what the gang had planned for them all. She was alone in the house with David for the first time since she had taken Ollie.

One thought had been forcing itself into her mind, however hard she had tried to keep it at bay. What would have happened if I hadn’t taken Ollie? What if she had disobeyed them?

It was a stupid thought. They would have sent Finn to get her. The only way she could have stayed was if the whole family had gone into hiding, and Natasha didn’t believe England was a big enough country to hide from the likes of Finn McGuinness.

There was somebody else who had to take some of the blame, though.

David.

This was her chance – a chance to get him to explain while they were the only two people in the house. She was scared to know the truth; maybe Rory had lied to her all these years and she had hated David for nothing, but she had to know. She pushed herself off the bed and made her way quietly down the stairs, hands gripped into fists straight by her side.

Her father was in the sitting room, standing with his back to the door, arms on the mantelpiece, leaning forwards with his head bent. Natasha silently stood behind him, struggling to find the courage to speak. She must have made a sound, because David spun round.

‘Goodness, Tasha – you scared the life out of me. What are you doing just standing there? Come and sit down.’

Natasha didn’t move. David frowned.

‘I’m not getting the silent treatment again, am I? Surely we’re past that by now?’

‘I need to ask you something, David.’

‘Ask me anything you like, but come and sit down.’

Natasha didn’t move.

‘I want to know why you did it.’

‘Why I did what?’

‘You know what.’

‘Tasha, darling, I really don’t know what you’re talking about.’

She swallowed a lump in her throat, finding it hard to say the words out loud.

‘Was it because you didn’t love me? Or didn’t you love Mummy? Which was it?’

David couldn’t meet her eyes.

She didn’t really need to ask anything else. His face told the story.

All she wanted to know was why.

*

Everything had gone to plan at the petrol station. Becky had handed over the keys and they had exchanged tops. Emma had rushed back out, wiping her face with tissues and letting her hood fall back. If they were watching, they could see her face. She had filled the car, paid the bill and was now on her way home. She had no idea what the next few hours would bring, but with every cell in her body she hoped they would bring Ollie back to her.

She felt safe on the main road, but as soon as she turned into the lanes, she was struck by how vulnerable she was. The windscreen wipers swung rhythmically backwards and forwards, and the headlights reflected back the tiny shards of silver light from the thin rain. She turned a bend and was on a straight stretch. Nothing ahead.

Suddenly a blinding light flashed into her eyes – a reflection from the rear-view mirror. There was a car behind her.

‘Shit.’

Without lifting the phone to her ear, Emma pressed a button to make a call, and another to put the phone on speaker.

‘Tom,’ she said. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Yes I can. Loud and clear. Are you okay?’

‘No. There’s somebody behind me on the lanes. What should I do?’

‘It’s okay, Emma. He’s one of ours. At the next junction, he’ll turn off to the left when you go right, and another car will take over from there. You’re safe.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Sorry – I didn’t know they were going to make it on time. I didn’t want to promise something and not deliver. I just want to make sure you get back safely.’

As Tom had said, the car behind her tailed off at the next junction, and a few moments later she picked up more lights in her mirror and prayed that this was another police car. She saw the gates to her home ahead and felt her muscles sag with relief.

She pulled into the drive, glad to be home, but dreading the hours ahead. She leaned back against the headrest for a moment.

The adrenaline of the last half hour had seeped from her body, and with it the last trickle of energy. She felt like an old woman as she got out of the car and quietly let herself into the house. The hall was dark. Nobody had bothered to switch on the lamps.

The door to the sitting room was half open, and Emma could see David standing there, not hurrying towards her as she would have expected. He hadn’t seen her. He was staring at his daughter, a look of horror on his face.

Emma was about to burst in and demand to know what had happened when she heard Tasha speak.

‘Tell me,’ she said. Emma could hear the throbbing note of misery in the girl’s voice.

‘I don’t know what you mean. Honestly.’

‘You’re a liar. Tell me what happened. Tell me about that night, six years ago.’

Emma stepped back slightly. She didn’t know what was happening, but this was between the two of them.

‘I don’t know how many times I have to say how sorry I am that I didn’t come with you.’

‘Oh please,’ Natasha said, ‘don’t start all that again. You were never going to come with us, were you? It wouldn’t have worked then – would it?’

From the shadows of the unlit hallway, Emma watched her husband. He swallowed and she saw his Adam’s apple move up and down.

‘What do you know, Natasha – or what do you think you know?’

‘Can you not just tell the truth – for once in your sorry life?’ she said, her voice harsh with disappointment. ‘What was the plan?’

‘Tasha, let’s stop this now. It was all six years ago, and you’re back with us. Let’s get Ollie back too and move forwards.’

‘That would be great, wouldn’t it? Forget the last six years. I will never forget the last six years, David. Just tell me. Why did we have to be kidnapped, me and Mum? Why was that the only way?’

‘It wasn’t like that, Tasha. Nothing was supposed to happen to you, I promise.’

Emma smothered a gasp. What was he talking about?

‘So what was supposed to happen, then? Did Mum know?’

David turned away, and somehow Emma knew that he didn’t want Tasha to see his face.

‘Of course your mum didn’t know. She would never have agreed to it, and she wasn’t much of an actress. It had to be real so the police would believe her afterwards. It was all supposed to be over really quickly. You and your mum were going to be taken somewhere safe. Just for an hour or two. I would never have put you in danger. You wouldn’t have come to any harm.’

‘What?’ There was a note of incredulity in Natasha’s voice.

Oh David, what did you do? Emma didn’t want to hear any more, but she couldn’t drag herself away.

‘I couldn’t have known that your mum would crash the car. I don’t know why they took you – I didn’t expect that.’

‘What did you think they would do? I was six – not a baby. I could tell the police what had happened. I might have even recognised faces.’

David was silent.

‘So they were telling me the truth, then,’ Natasha said quietly.

‘I’m so sorry, Tasha. It seemed like the best way out at the time. I owed some money. I owed it to some … brutal people.’

‘Yeah – funnily enough, I know them. I’ve lived with them for six years, remember.’

‘I knew there were diamonds in one of the safe deposit boxes, and I knew which one. If they’d just broken in and stolen them, though, I would have been implicated. So the plan was that they would pretend to kidnap you – but it wouldn’t be real.’

‘It would have been real to me and Mum, though, wouldn’t it?’

‘Yes, but not for long. I was going to help them get into the vault so they could steal the diamonds. My debt would have been paid, and then you and your mum would have been set free. The police would know I’d only done it under duress. Nobody would have been hurt. That was the plan.’

‘So when it all went wrong, if you knew who had me, why didn’t you tell the police?’

‘I didn’t know. I never knew. I promise you. The guy I owed the money to disappeared, and I never knew his name. We used to meet – to play cards. I got in over my head – kept thinking my luck would change. He was the only link.’

Emma heard a high-pitched laugh from Natasha – a cross between that and a sob.

‘You really are dumb, aren’t you? They would all have been in on it – all the men you were playing cards with. I bet they pretended not to know each other, didn’t they? They set you up from the start – another mug who doesn’t know how to hang on to his money. How did you pay the bloody debt then, when the robbery went wrong?’

He closed his eyes and spoke in a voice so soft that Emma could barely hear him.

‘Your mum’s life insurance.’

Emma heard a sharp intake of breath that turned to a sob. She’d had enough of this.

She pushed the door fully open and walked over to Natasha, wrapping her arms around the girl, pulling her close. She felt Tasha relax against her for a moment.

‘Emma,’ David said, his eyes flicking backwards and forwards between her and Natasha, clearly wondering how much she had heard.

All Emma could think of was her husband’s grief when she had met him; he had talked endlessly about how much he had loved his family, about how, if he had his time all over again, he would have done things differently. Maybe it was more than grief, though. Or maybe it was something else entirely.

Guilt.
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Becky was glad to be back in what, to her, felt like a normal world, with people she knew how to handle – such as the riffraff of Manchester. At least she could usually read them – know what they were thinking. The last few hours had been difficult to say the least. She felt David was stonewalling her, even though on the face of it he was trying to be helpful.

Natasha was a different matter, of course. She was understandably very confused, but she had committed a serious offence. And she had been brought up to steal, cheat, ferry drugs – so was she a criminal or was she a victim? Becky could deal appropriately with either, but when both were rolled up into one person, it confused her. To her, it was a simple dichotomy. Actions were either right or they were wrong.

Tom had always told her that few things were black and white, and that sometimes good people did bad things. For Becky, life was simpler when the good behaved themselves, and the bad were the rotten bastards she expected them to be.

‘You’re very quiet,’ Tom said as he drove through the dark, wet streets of the Manchester suburbs.

‘Sorry – I thought we’d covered everything.’

‘We have, but that doesn’t normally shut you up.’

Becky turned her head slowly and raised her eyebrows. She saw a half smile on Tom’s face.

‘Come on, Becky – what’s bugging you?’

She was quiet for a moment longer.

‘You know when David was on the phone to whichever scumbag called – we don’t know who, because we couldn’t hear. Well – he could see me signalling him to put the phone on speaker. In fact I tried to lean over to do it for him, but he moved away. Why would he do that?’

‘Do you think he’s involved?’

‘I don’t know, Tom, but I hope and pray that he’s not.’

Tom drew his car up next to Becky’s.

‘You and me both.’ He left the car running and turned to Becky. ‘Okay, we’ve got an armed response team in place close to the Joseph family, and another in Salford at Finn McGuinness’ home address. We’re assuming Julie will have taken the baby there rather than to her other house, which is no doubt full of inquisitive women and punters. Can you get over there and wait for the all clear so you can go in and get the baby? With any luck we’ll have Ollie Joseph safely home before anything else has a chance to happen.’

Becky looked at Tom’s strained face. She knew how difficult he was finding all of this and felt like leaning over and giving him a kiss on the cheek. She paused for a second then turned her head away.

‘I’m on it, boss,’ she said, pushing open the door and racing through the rain to the sanctuary of her own car.

*

Tom watched Becky’s car pull away. He wanted to feel confident that by the time she got to Salford, little Ollie would have been found, but he knew he mustn’t be too optimistic. The minute that Ollie was safe, Tom would want to call a halt to the job, whatever it was – but he wasn’t sure where that would leave the Titan team. For them, it would be best if the gang’s plan continued, so Titan could catch them red-handed – finally, after all their years of effort.

Tom hadn’t had time to process the information that had been flying at him from all quarters in the last few hours, and he wished he could find the time to think about Jack – the letters, the bank account and his brother’s habit of hacking into people’s computers to leave them messages. Jack’s life was becoming clearer, and it was a picture Tom wasn’t enjoying. But his death was more confused than ever. Accident, suicide or murder?

Would he ever know?

He needed to stop thinking about Jack, but at every turn in this investigation he seemed to rear up unexpectedly, and, more than anything, he was concerned about Jack’s call to Caroline. How the hell had he known what was going to happen?

Tom had suspected for some time that Natasha Joseph’s abduction six years ago had been no accident. He couldn’t believe that Caroline’s death was planned, though – nobody could plan a road traffic accident so precisely that death was a certainty – so was the plan that Caroline was taken, or Natasha, or both of them? Was that a tiger kidnap too?

And had Jack known about it? It certainly looked that way – but how?

Becky was right about one thing. David Joseph’s behaviour on the phone suggested that he was hiding something. Tom felt certain that David was the key to it all. He wanted to shake the truth out of the man, but at this moment David Joseph was off limits.

Tom slammed his car into gear. There was little he could do now but watch – and wait.
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The Josephs’ sitting room was silent. Since Emma had appeared in the room, nobody had spoken, and it was almost as if none of them dared, because when they did the floodgates would open. David was staring anxiously at his wife and she looked back, her expression blank.

Natasha was glad that Emma had come home. She couldn’t help feeling a quick rush of pleasure that Emma had heard at least part of David’s confession, but she hadn’t finished with her father yet.

She freed herself from Emma’s arms but stayed close to her. David was still gazing only at Emma, no doubt trying to work out what she was thinking.

‘I’ve got one more question for you, Dad,’ Natasha said – putting as much disgust into that word as she could. ‘Why didn’t you get me back when you had the chance?’

David’s body seemed to freeze. His eyes didn’t move, his hands hung at his side. He was like a statue. The only sound was the soft ticking of the huge wall clock in the hall outside. Natasha waited, half expecting Emma to interrupt and tell her she was being ridiculous. But she didn’t.

Finally David spoke.

‘I never had a chance of getting you back. Why would you think that?’

Natasha felt her anger force its way to the surface again. He really was pathetic. ‘They played me the tape, David. You know – the one where they said you could have me back if you would do something for them? Remember? And you said, “No.”’

She would never forget the moment when Rory had played the tape to her. He had been mad because David had refused to go along with their plans. ‘He doesn’t want you,’ Rory had whispered, prowling the room, circling her body, playing the tape over and over – as if it were her fault. ‘You’ll disrupt his happy little home – so he says we can keep you.’ Then Rory had hit her on the back of her head. ‘Useless, you are. Fucking useless,’ he’d said.

‘For God’s sake, Natasha – it wasn’t like that.’ David was pleading with her, but she felt sick. How could he think this would ever be all right?

‘What was it like, then,’ she asked, ‘to be offered your child back after four years? How did it feel to say, “No thank you”?’

Emma reached for her hand again and Natasha grasped it, trying not to remember what had happened next.

‘I had no way at all of knowing that they really had you. There was no time for them to prove it.’

‘They sent you a fucking photo – what more did you want?’

And after the photo Natasha had once again become a liability. What if David had taken it to the police? Behaved like any normal father? The photo could have been shown around – she could have been spotted out on the street, or by one of the social workers who came to the house – more often than Rory liked. So she’d had to stay hidden – and Rory had thrown her in The Pit just because he could – because the plan had failed and he had nobody else to take it out on.

David was still trying to make excuses. His voice sounded weak, whining. He would have had that knocked out of him as well, if he’d been brought up like she had.

‘It could have been a child that just looked a bit like you. I didn’t know. If I’d known it was you, it would have been different.’

‘They asked you to make one phone call. That was all. One pissy little phone call when some guy who had been boasting to the world about his stash of money in your vault was about to clear it all out. Was I not worth the risk?’

She really didn’t want to listen to his lies any more. To think she had wondered, even for a short time, if everything she had been told was a lie – if Rory and Finn had faked the tape, if perhaps she could be happy here. What a choice, even if she had one. Live here, with David, or go back and take her punishment.

Natasha’s eyes stung. What a choice.

*

Emma’s eyes were drawn to Natasha. How terrible for the girl to hear this, to know that her own father was prepared to let her suffer – even if only for a couple of hours – to solve his own problems. She would die before she would do something like that to Ollie. She had no words.

David seemed more concerned about Emma’s reaction than his daughter’s.

‘It was a mistake, Emma.’

Explain that to your daughter – the thought pulsed in her head. Tell Tasha – not me. But she knew he wouldn’t. He wanted Emma to be on his side, to support him, to understand just as she always had.

‘Why didn’t you try harder to contact these men – do whatever they wanted so you could get Tasha back? Or tell the police the whole sorry tale?’

She knew the answer, of course. He didn’t have the guts. He was more concerned about what would happen to him if he went to the police than he was about what was happening to his daughter. He would have hoped that, somehow, it would all come right without him having to do anything at all.

Memories of the hours they had spent together talking about the loss of Caroline and Natasha painted vivid pictures in her head, and she realised that David had found Caroline’s death easy to deal with. It was always part of the conversation, but it was the loss of Tasha that had troubled him the most. Was it because of grief, guilt, or could it actually have been fear? Fear that at some moment in the future – at a time he couldn’t control – it would all come back to bite him? Tasha and everything that had happened to her was the one problem that would never go away, however much he ignored it, because it was always lurking at the edge of his consciousness. And then two years ago, it really did come back – and he did nothing.

David was running his fingers through his hair again, and an action she had once found endearing suddenly irritated her beyond measure.

‘I had never been able to contact them,’ he said. ‘They always contacted me. I tried everything. I thought when things had calmed down after the accident and the police had finished crawling all over me, all over our friends, family, it would be back on and I would get Tasha back, but three weeks later the customer took his diamonds out. He had a buyer.’

‘And you did nothing?’ Emma could hear the disgust in her own voice.

‘What could I have done?’ David asked, looking genuinely bewildered.

‘You could have told the police.’

‘What, tell them what I’d done?’

Emma couldn’t believe the look of horror on David’s face, as if this was a totally ridiculous suggestion.

‘Yes – of course you should. And what reason could you possibly have for not telling the police when you had the chance to get Tasha back two years ago?’

‘You make it all sound so black and white, and it wasn’t. Anybody could have made up a story to say they had Tasha. And I would have gone to the police, but they said they would hurt you if I did, Em. You were pregnant with Ollie. I couldn’t lose a second family.’

‘So you sold out your first to protect your second, did you?’ Natasha asked, making it sound like a reasonable decision.

‘If I’d gone to the police I’d have had to explain what had happened six years ago. They would have locked me up – surely you can understand?’

Suddenly, Emma felt as if an icy blast had swept into the room and the surface of her skin tingled with cold and fear.

‘And Ollie? Is this you too, David? Have you let them take my baby to save yourself from some other stupidity?’

She heard Natasha gasp, ‘No,’ but her eyes were on David’s face. She thought she could read the answer in his horror-struck gaze – but maybe she didn’t know him at all.

The momentary silence was shattered as Natasha’s mobile rang.

*

David and Emma hurried to the kitchen at Natasha’s insistence. She thought their voices should be picked up by the bug in there, and they walked in, playing their parts, although Emma wanted nothing more than to grab David by the neck and shake him until he told her everything. She wrapped her arms around her stomach, trying to control the sick feeling lodged deep inside her. Whether David had anything to do with Ollie’s abduction or not, if he hadn’t set this ball rolling six years ago, none of this would be happening now.

She banged a few dishes around and switched the tap on, so the listeners would know they were there. She couldn’t bring herself to talk to David.

Natasha followed them into the kitchen a minute later.

‘David – they’re on the phone. They want to speak to you. On speaker.’

Natasha laid the phone down on the table and a distorted voice echoed around the room.

‘Write this down. At 2.30 a.m. you will drive to Joseph & Son. Inside the back porch you will find a duffle bag. Take that with you. Let yourself into the main building foyer the back way. You know the code. At 3.01 a.m. you will type the following number into the security keypad at Joseph & Son’s door: 1563974. This will give you access to the vault. The time locks have been dealt with. Wedge the door open. If it closes, it will restart the timing system and you won’t be able to get out.’

David scribbled frantically. Emma made her own notes – they couldn’t afford any mistakes.

‘Open the door to the key room and take the key to box 2909. Empty the contents of the box into the sacks you’ll find in the duffle bag, and put them in your car. You have exactly 58 minutes to do this before the security system does its automatic check for breaches. You have to be out of the building with the door closed by that time. If not, the police will catch you and you’ll never see your son again. Do you understand?’

David looked up at Emma and she nodded. She could remind him of the details and they could go over them together. There was time.

‘We will call on this phone at 4.10 a.m. when you must be back in the car. We’ll tell you where you’ve got to go to make the delivery. Wear black – head to toe. There will be no lighting at all in the vault.’

Emma looked at her husband and felt a moment’s sympathy. The idea of going into that place alone, at night, below the streets of Manchester, in a building that had been there for years and held who knew what secrets was enough to make the strongest man blanch.

‘Have you understood all this?’

‘Yes,’ David answered.

‘And you, Emma?’ the voice said.

‘No. When do I get my baby back?’

‘When the job’s done. Natasha comes back to us and the baby comes back to you. We’ll let you know where you can find him once the girl’s back with us. He’ll be safe.’

Emma turned horrified eyes to Tasha. She had always said she would have to go back, but Emma had never thought it would really come to that.

The man was speaking again.

‘Are you listening, Emma?’

‘Yes,’ she answered softly, still staring at Natasha’s pale face.

‘Good – because David’s not the one doing this job. It’s you. You’re the one who’s going into the vault – if you want your son back.’

The line went dead.
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It had been easier than Becky had imagined to locate the house where they believed Ollie was being held. The Titan team had confirmed that Finn McGuinness’s wife ran the burger van, and the supposedly respectable couple had a house in a surprisingly prosperous area of Salford, on a street of beautiful detached homes. That in itself was a relief, because a covert operation in a road where houses were crammed together with neighbours within two metres of each other was a nightmare.

Becky had been banished to her car, parked down the street beyond the outer cordon set up by the firearms team, and she tapped her fingers impatiently on the steering wheel. McGuinness was an organised crime group’s enforcer, so there was every chance of finding a gun in the house. Unfortunately, that meant Becky couldn’t just barge in and demand Ollie back. The firearms silver commander was responsible for putting the operation together and making all the decisions now, leaving Becky temporarily redundant. All she could do was wait for the all clear – the moment when she could go in and rescue Ollie.

She was too far away to check what was happening, and anyway she could barely see through the windscreen as the individual fat drops of rain joined together to create silver rivers down the glass. She couldn’t draw attention to herself by putting her windscreen wipers on, so she peered out of the side window at the black silhouettes of trees lining the narrow cul-de-sac, hiding the expensive properties that were set well back from the road.

It didn’t seem right that one of these lovely houses was Finn McGuinness’s home, and Becky thought about all the lives that had been ruined by drugs and God knows what else to pay for this lifestyle. She had seen pictures of McGuinness. He was not what she expected. He looked strangely like a bank manager – a man who would fit easily into this middle-class street. Apart from what appeared to be a perpetually worried frown, his face was fairly lacking in memorable features. His short, well-groomed grey hair was receding at the front, but there were no discernible signs of the life of crime he was purported to have led. He wasn’t even a big man at five feet ten inches, and in each of the photos she saw he was wearing a smart overcoat and a snazzy red tie. A businessman through and through.

Even in a two-dimensional static image, though, the eyes said it all. Nothing could disguise the flat, black stare that Becky was sure – if cast upon you – would turn your legs to jelly – and not in a good way. She hoped and prayed that she wouldn’t be finding out tonight.

A light in an upstairs window was on, suggesting somebody was home, but as yet nobody had seen any movement or heard a sound. She knew the team was getting into position but it was a delicate operation with too many unknown factors for Becky’s liking.

A sudden downpour of rain washed the windscreen clean, for a moment forming a solid sheet of water that enhanced the image through the glass. Peering at the distorted view, Becky watched as a member of the team approached the house cautiously – little more than a dark shadow, keeping close to the wall.

The listening devices were being put in place. They needed to hear Ollie or Julie. If they got this wrong, Ollie might not get out alive.

*

Emma locked herself in the bathroom. She couldn’t let either Natasha or David know how she was feeling about carrying out the robbery, but the look of horror on Natasha’s face had said it all. She hadn’t been expecting this. David’s expression of relief that it wasn’t going to be him sickened her.

Was this the man she had married? Images of their life together flashed through her mind – of times when she had perhaps misinterpreted her husband’s actions. She had always assumed his inability to face the harsh realities of life was down to his optimistic nature. Now she was sure that it was more a case of hiding from the truth. Right now, he would be convincing himself that it was fine for Emma to do this. He would have devised a list of reasons to justify why it was better for Emma to go down into that dark, silent vault. That way, he didn’t need to feel guilty about it.

Whatever he was thinking, she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of knowing how terrified she was.

She had visited David’s company in daylight hours, when the half dozen people who worked there had been around. Even then, she had found something spooky about the place. It was months since she had been there – not since the time she went to show Ollie off to David’s colleagues just after he was born – and she tried to visualise the place, to fix the layout in her mind.

The customer entrance was on the main road, but she had been told to go in the back way – an entrance she didn’t know. It didn’t matter, because everything – the offices, the reception, the safe deposit boxes – were all in the bowels of the earth, under the streets of Manchester.

There was a long flight of narrow steps leading down to a small reception area, with just enough space for a couple of security men and a bank of CCTV monitors behind a counter. A door led from there into the key room.

Then there were more stairs down into the tile-lined spaces below. David’s office was in this part of the building; he always said that he felt a bit like a mole, buried beneath the earth all day. In the winter, he never saw sunlight during the week. There were no windows - they were too far underground.

There had been one moment during her last visit when she had been left on her own while David went to answer the phone. Emma remembered having the same sensation that she’d once had on a deserted underground platform in London. The silence had a dead quality to it, and there was the sense of being watched by the hordes of people who had passed that way before.

Then David had come back and shown her the individual rooms that led off the cavernous central space, each one lined with row after row of safe deposit boxes. There was a tiny viewing room where customers could take their boxes to examine the contents – to add or remove whatever they were storing there. It sat, like a polished, wooden coffin, at the side of the room: a place to hide your secrets.

The vault was like a rabbit warren – room after room hidden round corners, opening up into unexpected spaces. She knew it had been used as an air-raid shelter during the war, and Emma pictured people huddled against the walls, listening to the blasts as the bombs of the Manchester Blitz destroyed the Palace Theatre only a few hundred metres away.

She shuddered. It wasn’t a place she wanted to visit on her own, even with all the lights on. She had no idea how she would cope in the dark. But it was for Ollie. She would do anything for Ollie.

She perched on the side of the bath, knowing she was going to have to phone Tom, but she couldn’t decide how much to tell him. Should she tell him about David – about the deal he had made six years ago? Would it make a difference to what happened now? She didn’t think so, but it might. She didn’t want to tell him – she felt such a deep sense of shame.

She couldn’t regret David, though. Without him there would be no Ollie, and even if David wasn’t prepared to fight to the death for his wife and take her place in the vaults he knew so well, she was damned sure she would battle to her last breath for her baby.

Using her Australian phone, she pressed the call button.

‘What’s happening, Em?’

*

Tom listened as Emma repeated the instructions and told him all she had learned since she had arrived home.

Emma’s revelation about David was sadly no real surprise to Tom; it certainly explained some of his actions and Natasha’s attitude.

‘Do you think he’s got anything to do with what’s going on this time, Emma?’

He had to ask, even though the thought might not even have entered Emma’s head.

‘I don’t think so,’ she answered, without a hint of shock at the suggestion. ‘He genuinely looked horrified that I could think that, as if it was a totally ridiculous idea.’

He heard Emma’s voice catch and wondered how much more she could take.

‘You don’t have to do this, Emma. We can do another swap; somebody else can go into the vault for you.’

‘That’s not going to happen, Tom. I’ll walk over hot coals for my baby if I have to. If somebody else does this and it goes wrong, I’d never forgive myself. And besides that, they need my fingerprint on the locks.’

‘Bollocks, I’d forgotten the biometric locks. Why are your prints stored?’

Emma explained that it had been a precaution when David was ill once. The gang must have hacked the system to clear the time lock so no doubt they found out about her prints at the same time.

‘There’s a chance you might not have to do this at all,’ Tom said. ‘If we get Ollie before your deadline, that’ll be the end of your part in it.’

He heard a whispered plea from Emma and gave her a moment.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

‘It’s okay. I’m not going to mess this up,’ she said quietly.

‘I know. There’ll be somebody with you every step of the way, Em. Just remember - we’ve got your back.’
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‘All set, Boss,’ Finn said, looking at the younger, taller man standing warming himself in front of an open fire.

‘Confident?’ the man Finn called ‘Boss’ asked.

‘Yeah, I think so. The wife’s not going to blow it. Didn’t trust the tit of a husband to get it right, but she’s a bit more solid. Timing’s an issue. If she doesn’t get out the alarm will go off and we’re fucked – or rather she is. But I doubt she’s going to let that happen.’

‘Is the hacker on standby?’

‘Yeah – he’s confident he can override the alarm to get her out, but he’s had no way of testing it. He’s probably got a window of a couple of minutes to free up the auto locking of the doors before the police arrive.’

‘The buyer? You checked him out?’

The Boss moved away from the fire, briefly rubbing the back of his trousers with both hands. He reached for a glass of clear liquid on the table. A couple of ice cubes bobbed around on the surface, clinking against the side.

‘As much as I could. He’s given us eyes on his money – so we know he’s got it. That’s as much as we can be sure of.’

‘It’s time to get rid of Rory, Finn.’

‘Yeah - he’s a fucking liability. We need him for this job, but after that … He didn’t manage those kids well. Rick and Shelley caught on camera, and then there’s the other one – Izzy.’

‘Are we sure it’s her?’

The Boss drank the whole glass of liquid. Finn knew it would be water; the Boss never drank before a job.

‘Ninety per cent. According to the intel, she was wearing the right clothes – the nightdress that Julie gave her. They think she was pumped full of ket, too. That sounds about right. Could have picked that up at Julie’s.’

‘Well – at least she’s dead. That’s one less to worry about.’ The Boss looked pleased, and it was Finn’s job to keep him that way.

‘Shelley shouldn’t have blabbed to her. If Izzy hadn’t already been dead …’ Finn didn’t need to say more. ‘Speaking of Shelley, we’ve got a couple of hours before the handover. I’m going to pull her out. She did okay with the baby, but she’s made some stupid mistakes and she needs to pay for them. She nearly fucked up the whole thing, and she’s not to be trusted any more.’

Shelley Slater was about to find out what happened to people who crossed Finn McGuinness. He hadn’t quite decided what to do with her – how severe to make the punishment. But Julie wouldn’t want her marked. She said Shelley could net them a fortune.

‘Back here in one hour, then – when you’ve sorted her,’ the Boss said.

Finn nodded, pulled on his leather gloves and made his way out of the door.
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When Tom arrived at the control room in Salford West there was an air of restrained tension. Operators sat at computers, quietly and efficiently getting on with their jobs. In spite of the apparent calm, though, Tom knew that every person in the room would be feeling a tightening in their gut at the burden of their responsibility.

A bank of monitors along one wall was showing three simultaneous operations, and the silver commander of the firearms unit was issuing instructions to the operational team on the ground at Finn and Julie McGuinness’s home. But nobody as yet had heard the sound of a baby.

Two screens were being set up to monitor activity in the vicinity of Joseph & Son. A team would be standing by in case Emma got into any kind of trouble.

Three further screens were displaying images from a location that Tom didn’t recognise. Paul Green was staring at them intently, and Tom realised that these must be related to the Titan operation.

‘Where are we?’ Tom asked, turning to Paul Green and pointing to the screens.

‘A cemetery just off the M60. They’ve chosen well. No CCTV and several fast exit routes. It’s where we believe the goods are going to be handed over to their buyer, and the word is that the big man likes to be there. He doesn’t trust a soul, it seems.’

‘They haven’t told Emma where she has to go after she leaves the vault, so I presume your informant has given you this location?’

‘Yeah, he has. I hope to God he’s not been pulling my plonker on this. But I don’t think so.’

Tom suddenly felt a crushing need to know more. It wasn’t just about Emma – although she and Ollie were his priority – but this was so closely related to the events of six years ago, and he desperately wanted to know what Jack’s role had been back then. He’d clearly known something the night Caroline died, and Jack had installed the security system at Joseph & Son in the first place, his company chosen because the system had been hacked by somebody who left messages on people’s desktops.

There was no longer any doubt in Tom’s mind where the money in his brother’s secret – and now empty – account had come from. The link between the sources of his funds and his clients was too strong. He had been hacking into people’s computer systems and then selling them his services, and Tom knew exactly how Jack would have justified that.

‘If I could do it, so could somebody else.’ Tom could hear him saying it now. But Jack didn’t have to cheat people. He could have done it legitimately by pointing out the weaknesses in their systems.

Jack’s voice filled his head again. ‘They wouldn’t have trusted me after that. They would have thought I was a slimy bastard, and they’d have gone to somebody else. Don’t be a moron, Tom.’

It didn’t help Tom understand how Jack had known that Caroline and Natasha were going to be abducted, though. Or why, having warned Caroline, Jack had left the country the next day. A few hours later, he was dead.

Too many coincidences, and Tom didn’t like coincidences. Was Jack killed? Was he murdered for his part in it all – for warning Caroline Joseph?

Paul Green interrupted his reverie.

‘Tom, we’ve got about half an hour until Emma has to leave home. Have you got five minutes for me to fill you in on what we know about the gang?’

Tom walked across to a whiteboard displaying any and all information that might help in their investigation.

‘Do we know how the gang is planning to bypass the security system to get Emma into the vault? According to David Joseph it’s watertight – but that’s clearly not the case. I assume it’s been hacked.’

Paul Green nodded.

‘I agree. Emma won’t be able to get in unless at least the security on the main door has been breached, but it would be absolute foolishness to go into the vault without knowing what you’re looking for, so they must also know exactly what’s in the box.’

‘Do you think this organised crime group have their own hacker?’ Tom asked.

‘No – I think they’ll have advertised for one. The dark web is responsible for so much these days – a hacker’s paradise with more jobs than people to fill them. But this is a really specialised job – they would have needed somebody exceptional, and I guess they found him – or her.’

‘So the hacker isn’t your informant, then?’

‘No. He’s not.’

Tom had a vague sense of unease. He knew the Titan team would handle it well, but if the informant was discovered, he wouldn’t be long for this world.

‘I thought you might like to know a bit more about this group. You know about one of the bottom-feeders – Rory Slater. There are plenty of others like him. We know of at least two enforcers – Finn McGuinness being the most active – and we’re also aware of Julie McGuinness’s various businesses. We’re ready to go on those as soon as we’ve got the main man.’

Paul Green pointed to images of each person as he mentioned them.

‘We don’t often manage to get a picture of the boss. He’s quite reclusive and very good indeed at disguise. But we grabbed this as he was going through security at Manchester airport.’

Paul Green pointed to an image of a tall man wearing a dark overcoat – smart, stylish, it hung well from his broad shoulders. Tom looked at the man’s face and slowly walked towards the whiteboard until he was inches from it.

‘My God,’ he whispered. It wasn’t what he was expecting, but somehow he wasn’t surprised. It felt like another piece of the puzzle, but he had no idea where it fit.

‘Do you know him?’ Paul Green asked. ‘He’s called Guy Bentley.’

‘He might be called that now,’ Tom said, ‘but he used to be Ethan Bentley. His dad owned Bentley’s Hotel.’

‘He did indeed. As bent as they come too, until he died when his hotel burned down – most believe at Guy’s hand, but it’s never been proven. Provided girls, boys, drugs – whatever his clients wanted. But Guy’s been much smarter. His profile’s so low it’s barely in existence. How the hell do you know somebody like Guy Bentley?’

‘He knew my brother, Jack.’

Green looked at Tom sharply.

‘Is this the same brother that installed the security system at Joseph and Son? He died a few years ago, didn’t he?’

Tom nodded, unable to speak. Because this was adding up to something very nasty, and if his sums were correct, there was every chance that the person responsible for Jack’s death was the person whose face he was now staring at on the board.
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‘I’m doing this for Ollie. I’m doing this for Ollie.’ Emma said the words over and over in her head as she drove, quickly taking a drink from a bottle of water she had brought with her. Her mouth was so dry, yet her skin was clammy and cold.

She was nearly there.

Much as she had hated every second of it, she had gone over and over the plan with David, making sure she understood everything she had to do. She had given him the police radio, showing him how to use it to call in help if he needed to, telling him to make sure that he and Natasha stayed safe. She wasn’t convinced he was listening, though.

She let go of the steering wheel first with one hand, and then the other, wiping her damp palms on an old pair of black cargo pants. Her phone was buried deep in one of the pockets, and switched to speaker. A head torch was on the seat beside her, fully charged with a new battery.

Emma took the Range Rover down a narrow alleyway that led to the back door of the building under which lay the Joseph & Son vault, and pulled it into the loading bay of the clothing manufacturer next door.

The streets in this part of Manchester were deathly quiet, although she knew that less than half a mile away there would be plenty of activity as the clubs emptied and people struggled home.

There were no lights down this backstreet.

‘I’m here,’ she said softly, reaching down to open the car door. She stepped out onto the wet tarmac, her feet in their dark trainers making no sound. She closed the door as gently as she could, but the small click seemed to echo against the dark brick walls, so close across the alley that she felt hemmed in – trapped. There was a smell of damp clothing from the piles of discarded fabric left in the loading bay, soaked by the weekend’s driving rain, overlaid with the stink of rancid fat from an all-night kebab shop on the main road.

If she spoke, Tom and his team would hear her through the phone. But once she was out of the car, he wouldn’t respond to her unless it was a real emergency. Anything she said out loud had to sound as if she was speaking to herself. Tom didn’t know if sound was being picked up in any way by the gang.

She had been instructed by the man on the phone to take Natasha’s phone with her too, and Emma knew they could switch it on remotely if they wanted to and pick up every word she uttered. And of course they could track where she was at any time through the GPS.

The building in front of her had been standing for over a hundred years and had once been at the heart of the textile industry. Now it housed a number of organisations, from insurance companies to solicitors’ offices, but only Joseph & Son was below ground.

As Emma slowly approached the communal doorway she glanced around, twisting from the waist to look first in one direction, then the other. She was sure Tom had said they would have eyes on her from the moment she left the house to the minute she was inside, but somehow it didn’t help. A deep, dark recess led to the door, and not a hint of light penetrated the cave-like entrance.

She pulled on her head torch over her hair and switched it on.

An opening to the right led to stairs going down into the boiler room. She forced herself not to glance in that direction, knowing that the light from her torch wouldn’t penetrate the furthest reaches, and she wouldn’t know if anything – or anybody – was there, watching her. She glanced down. In the corner was the duffle bag, as promised.

To get into the building’s foyer she had to type a password into the keypad to the right of the door. That was the easy bit. A few clicks and she was inside, standing by the main security door to Joseph & Son.

‘Okay,’ she muttered, as if to herself. ‘I’m in position and ready to go.’

She pulled Natasha’s phone from her pocket to check the time.

03.00 it said.

The final sixty seconds dragged, each second seeming longer than the last. Would the time ever change? Did she want it to change? She was about to pull out her other phone to check when the minute digit clicked over.

03.01.

She slowly punched in the seven digit number she had been given and heard a reassuring click. She pushed the door open and stepped into the black passageway.

‘No lights,’ David had told her. ‘They are on a time switch in case somebody leaves them on at the end of the day. With your torch, you’re probably okay in the dark.’

It was easy for him to say that. He wasn’t the one standing here with just a steel door separating him from a staircase leading down into the abyss. The beam from the head torch probed the blackness just a few metres ahead. Beyond that was an inky silence. She moved her head to one side and gasped.

What’s that?

Her narrow beam had picked up a reflection from a stainless steel inner door – flashing a bright light back at her. It had looked for all the world as if somebody was standing there – shining a torch into her face. She moved towards the door, and the mirror finish of the vertical bars blinded her momentarily. Never had anything looked more like a cage to Emma – a cage that contained a threat greater than any wild animal. It was the threat of the unknown. What else might be beyond this gate? What if somebody was here, waiting for her?

She pushed the steel door open and started her descent into the dark void below.

*

Despite the lack of any noticeable activity, the monitors for the three operations were being closely scrutinised in the dimly lit control room. The lights were low so as to give greater definition to the night-time images, but Tom couldn’t draw his gaze away from the monitor at the back of Joseph & Son. He didn’t believe he would look away until Emma reappeared in about 54 minutes’ time.

As he watched the screen, something moved. It was difficult to see, but he was sure he saw a shadow.

‘Paul, have you got a moment,’ he said, his tone clipped with an urgency that was driving him closer to the screen. He spoke to the operator as he moved. ‘Could you replay the last thirty seconds?’

Paul walked across the room and both men stared at the screen.

‘See – there.’ Tom leaned forwards and pointed at the screen.

‘And again, Luke,’ Paul said calmly to the operator. The section was replayed.

‘You’re right, Tom. What do you want to do about it?’

But both men knew there was nothing they could do, other than alert the team on standby.

They couldn’t talk to Emma without putting the whole operation in jeopardy, but Tom was in no doubt at all that somebody had just followed her down into the vault.


55

A sharp gust of wind blew drops of rain from the overhanging tree on to Natasha’s bedroom window. Their soft splatter was the only sound in an otherwise silent house. She could no longer bear to be in the same room as David. How could he believe that no harm would have been done to her and her mum, kidnapped and locked up, even if only for a few hours? For years she had hoped that Rory had been lying about the accident, but tonight she had been forced to listen to David making excuses and she’d had to accept that everything she had been told was the truth.

Natasha could remember her mother. She remembered the smell of her perfume – something soft and flowery – and she was so gentle, so timid compared to the people that Natasha had lived with since. She remembered her first day at school, when her mum had tried so hard not to cry. And then at the end of each day, she would be waiting by the school gates – not standing chatting to the others mums and dads, but anxiously watching the door until Natasha came out, at which point she would jump up and down on the spot, madly waving at Natasha as if they hadn’t seen each other in months. She said she missed her every single moment of the day and counted the hours until Natasha came home.

Somehow, she knew that if her mother hadn’t died but had been abducted that night instead, she would never have recovered. Her mum would probably have ended up like a woman up the road from Rory and Donna’s. She hadn’t been out of the house for twenty years, all because of something that had happened to her – although nobody knew what. Some of the kids played tricks on her to get her to open the door, but she just looked out of the window with a round, sad face.

How could David not have known how much damage he would do?

Natasha glanced at herself in the mirror, the shiny tears on her face matching the droplets of rain running down the window. For a while she had hoped that Rory had told her a bunch of lies – or at least that David would give her an explanation that she could live with. She had even allowed herself to wonder what it would be like to stay here, with David, Emma and Ollie when they got him back.

But that was just a childish dream. She wasn’t sure what would happen to her dad and Emma now, and it was all because of her. She had ruined their lives, as David had ruined hers.

She knew she wouldn’t be allowed to stay – even if she was wanted here, which she wasn’t. She couldn’t think why they would want to fight for her – a girl who was the best shoplifter in the west of Manchester, expert mobile phone thief, drug mule and baby snatcher. Really?

She thought of what was going to happen next. The police would rescue Ollie, and then they would all know – Rory, Finn, the Boss – that she had betrayed them. They would know that either Emma or David had called the police, and she hadn’t stopped them. She would get the blame. Even if she said she hadn’t known, they wouldn’t believe her. And anyway, they would beat the truth out of her. Then there would only be one outcome.

Natasha stood up from the bed and went to the drawers. She grabbed a carrier bag that she had liked the look of when Emma bought her some clothes and started to push things inside. She stopped. That would be thieving, and they would hate her even more.

She slowly took off all her clothes, folded them, and put them away in the drawers. At the bottom of the wardrobe was the bag of clothes she had arrived in, and she put them on, piece by piece, feeling for the first time the rough texture of cheap fabric, smelling the odour of age and seeing the dark stains where other children who had worn the clothes before her had spilled their food.

She was ready. Now she just had to wait.
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Emma wiped her damp hands on her jeans again and reached out the forefinger of her right hand for the second time. Her print had been rejected. If it didn’t work this time, she was fairly sure that she would only have one chance left before her print became invalid and she wouldn’t be able to get into the key room.

She placed her finger on the screen, waiting for the beep and the green light. It took a moment, but the red light flashed again.

Shit. If she couldn’t get in, she was going to fail, and she was losing too much time. But she was so hot.

As she wiped her sticky forehead with the back of her hand, she felt what seemed like a cold draught of air on her back, but it was over in a second. She spun round, the light from her headlamp illuminating the small reception room behind her. Nothing. She must have imagined it. It must have been a cold trickle of fear.

She turned back to the door, knowing she had one chance left. Wiping her finger hadn’t worked. She remembered that there was a thermal indicator as well, and her hands were so hot and sweaty that they were probably unreadable. She placed her finger in her mouth to get it wet, and then waved it above her head, hoping the body heat would dissipate from her finger as the saliva dried.

Without giving the beads of sweat time to reform, she placed her finger on the screen. As she waited, she could feel dampness oozing through her skin.

Beep. The green light, a dull, thick click and the door sprang open.

‘Thank God for that,’ she said under her breath – loud enough for the listeners to hear.

She moved her head around to shine the light at line after line of hooks, each holding a key with its own numbered tag attached. It took her just seconds to find the right one.

‘Two, nine, oh, nine,’ Emma mumbled, pulling the key from the hook. She turned to leave the room.

The key room had given her a false sense of security. Standing in the centre of that confined space, spinning around, she could see all four corners of the room. But now she was at the entrance to the vault, and the thought of what lay beyond – the expanse, the myriad side rooms, the dark depths that her torch wouldn’t penetrate, the corners around which she couldn’t see – filled her with icy terror. Her body started to shake, although she had still gone no further than the doorway.

Once more she used her fingerprint to gain access. The door clicked open on her first attempt. She stood still, dreading the moment when she had to enter the main chamber, a vast open space.

Come on, Emma. This is for Ollie. She couldn’t afford to waste time. She pushed the door gently, and it slid open on well-oiled hinges. She knew this door was left open during the day, and she pushed it as far back as she could, dreading the thought that the door would close and she would be trapped inside.

She took a step into the black space, turning her head in an attempt to light the shady reaches of the room. To the right were several individual doorless rooms with wide, thin boxes around the sides and back; two hundred down each side, a hundred along the back wall, ten deep from top to bottom.

To her left were further rooms leading from the central vault, and in one corner was the viewing room – the only room with a closed door. Emma twisted her body to shine the head torch towards it, feeling strangely drawn to the room – the compulsion to check that it was empty almost overpowering her need to get the job done.

She was wasting time. She hitched the heavy duffle bag higher on her shoulder, scared to move in case the soft sound of her footsteps masked other sounds in the yawning space. The corners of each side room seemed remote, concealing their secrets in the shadows.

She had to get on with it.

The room in which box 2909 was situated was the furthest from the door. It was a wide room with larger boxes. To one side were some of the last of the walk-in safes, many unused, some with their doors standing slightly ajar to reveal their gaping emptiness, each one potentially harbouring an unseen threat.

She placed the duffle bag on the floor and bent down to examine the contents. Inside were several hemp sacks, rolled neatly together around something solid: a screwdriver, and underneath that, a drill. David had warned her that the chances of the gang having the owner’s key to the target box was remote. He had talked her through the process of drilling the second lock, but she had no experience of using a drill, and so little time.

She had forgotten to speak.

‘I’ve got to sodding drill it,’ she whispered, as if talking to herself.

What was that?

She was sure she had heard a noise, coming from behind her, somewhere in the vault. It was a click, as if a button had snagged against one of the metal doors.

Emma spun round, swinging her head to see into the inky shadows behind her. Nothing.

The strange stillness that she had remembered from her earlier visit descended like a blanket, flattening the silence. She looked at the gaping doors of the huge safes on the other side of the room and realised she was going to have to stand with her back to all of them, her ears assaulted by the whirring of the drill, blind and deaf to anything behind her.

Her heart thumping against her thin T-shirt, she turned back to the box and placed the drill bit against the top of the lock cylinder and started to drill. The bit slipped and clattered noisily against the front of the steel box.

‘Shit.’

She put the drill back in position, and started again. Once more it slid off the metal. Emma stifled a sob. She couldn’t do this. It was too hard.

Suddenly, she was still. In the unexpected silence as she had taken her finger off the drill’s trigger, there was a noise again. This time she knew she wasn’t mistaken.

She had her back to the room. If she turned, she would have to spin her head around in circles to reveal all the corners of the wide, black space. Her heart was pumping, but in her second of indecision she heard the rushing sound of soft shoes on the concrete floor, felt the movement of air as a body flew at her and pressed her with force against the wall of steel boxes, a gloved hand snaking round, clamping itself hard over her mouth, stifling the scream that was trying to escape.

*

Tom was standing very still, listening to every sound Emma made. He could hear her fear, taste it even, as his own mouth dried at each hurdle she had to overcome. He had been so tempted to take his phone off mute and yell, ‘Get out!’ to her. Whoever was in the vault with her was already there, though, and she would have to get past him to escape.

She had stopped drilling a few seconds ago and he’d heard a sharp intake of breath, then what sounded like a stifled squeal.

The room had become silent. Paul Green turned to look at Tom. He didn’t speak, knowing this was Tom’s shout.

Tom turned to the silver commander of the firearms team.

‘Emma’s in trouble and we’re going to have to send somebody in to help her. That will blow the whole operation wide open – I know it’s your call, but I would urge you to get that baby out of the McGuinness house as soon as you can.’

Tom picked up his radio.

‘Nic – you’re going to have to follow Emma in. We’ve no idea what’s going on down there, but there’s somebody in the vault with her. I don’t see any way you can do this discreetly, but do your best.’

Paul Green’s hand suddenly shot up.

‘Wait,’ Tom said urgently to Nic.

Through the speakers there was another sound. The sound of drilling.

‘Stop,’ Tom said.

He waited. He would give it two minutes to hear Emma’s voice. If not, Nic would have to go in.
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David Joseph sat alone in his kitchen, his arms folded on the table, his bowed head, resting against one clenched fist. He couldn’t believe that Tasha had known all this time what he had done. And now Emma knew too. The look on her face had frightened him – a combination of puzzlement and disgust. But they’d had no chance to talk about it before she had to leave – to go down into his vault and do the gang’s bidding to get Ollie back.

Tasha couldn’t even bear to be in the same room as David now; she was closeted upstairs in her bedroom. He understood how hurt she was, but he was going to have to make her understand – Emma too – that at the time everything he had done had seemed like the best solution. When you owed money to people like this gang, you couldn’t just walk away. He would have had to sell the house or the business, and Caroline would have been miserable for months. The abduction would only have given her and Tasha a few difficult hours if everything had gone to plan.

He knew he was making excuses for himself. He had known since the day it happened that he had done something terrible – so awful that there were no excuses. All he could hope for was that both Tasha and Emma would understand how sorry he was.

For a moment, he thought about Emma – all alone in the depths of the earth below Manchester. He had grown to love the special silence of the vault, but he could remember going there as a child with his father and hating it. The only sound had been the gentle hum of fluorescent lights, and he had felt disconnected from the world above. Emma would hate it too, but he couldn’t have gone in her place. He would have failed – made a mistake, made everything go wrong. Emma was solid, practical, reliable. Everything that he wasn’t.

Now he felt a different kind of disconnection. The kitchen didn’t have the same sense of suffocating silence – the rain was pattering on the roof, the wind rustling the trees outside – but he felt isolated. He wanted to make things right, but he had no idea how.

Before she left the house, Emma had said that he should barricade himself into a bedroom with Tasha and take the police radio with him – to keep safe. But that wasn’t going to happen. He was perfectly safe in his own kitchen, and Tasha wouldn’t let him into her room anyway. The truth was, he couldn’t bear to see the hatred in her eyes, so it was better if he left her alone for a while, to give her time to understand everything he had told her.

There was no danger from this gang. Emma would do what she had to, take the contents of the safe deposit box to them, and then Ollie could come back. That was all these people were interested in.

A thought was trying to creep into David’s head, and he pushed it away. But it wouldn’t go. They had said that Tasha had to go back, that only then would they tell Emma where to find Ollie. But that wasn’t going to happen. How could he let Tasha go now? Was he supposed to choose between his children? Would Emma expect him to choose Ollie, if it came to it?

Maybe he should try to talk to Tasha again now, convince her that he had no intention of letting her go – whatever she had done. It wasn’t really a question of whether he could forgive Tasha for the agony she had put them through, though. It was more a question of whether she could forgive him for the years of pain that she had been subjected to because of him.

All this introspection was getting him nowhere, and he roused himself, lifting his head from his arms and sitting up.

The awareness of another noise, beyond the ticking of the clock and the sounds of the weather outside, came upon him slowly. It was a rhythmic clunk every couple of seconds. David realised that it was the sound of the side gate, banging in the wind. But they had closed it, he was sure, when Becky was here.

He stood up and walked the length of the room to where the window over the sink looked out over the side garden. The light from the window spilled out onto the path and he could just make out the shadow of the tall side gate, open, swinging to and fro.

He should go out and close it, really – but despite his earlier confidence in their safety, he suddenly felt hesitant.

The decision was taken out of his hands as an explosion of sound shattered the silence of the kitchen – a huge crash as a steel-clad boot smashed through the back door.

David spun round, diving for the police radio on the worktop. But he was too late. Two men burst into his kitchen, dressed head to toe in black, balaclavas pulled down over their faces. A mountain of a man in a black T-shirt slammed what was left of the door back on its hinges and charged forwards, shouting words that David couldn’t make out, his senses assaulted by sound and vision. The man’s heavily tattooed biceps rippled as he tensed and relaxed fists that were wrapped around an iron bar.

Following at a slower pace was a slimmer man carrying a semi-automatic rifle.

‘Mr Joseph,’ the slimmer man said in a voice that rattled in the back of his throat. ‘I’ve come for the girl. Where is she?’

David didn’t answer. His tongue was glued to the roof of his mouth, and he was gasping for breath.

The man spun the gun round until it was pointing at David.

‘I asked you a question.’

David swallowed. ‘She’s not here. We’ve taken her somewhere safe.’

The man laughed. ‘You’re lying. Don’t tell me you’ve suddenly grown a pair, Joseph?’

He turned to the man with the muscles.

‘Get her.’

The big man headed towards the door to the hall, the iron bar held tightly in his left hand.

‘Wait,’ the man with the gun said.

He walked across the kitchen to the worktop and David felt a rush of blood to the head, grabbing hold of the table for support as the man picked up the police radio.

‘You stupid bastard,’ he said, waving the radio at David, his voice barely more than a hiss. ‘What part of “no police” did you fail to understand? Was it you – or your wife?’

David said nothing, and the man laughed – a deep, nasty, cackle.

‘No, you wouldn’t have had the bottle, would you?’

The man spoke to the guy with the muscles even though his black eyes never left David’s face.

‘Bring me the girl. And don’t be gentle - she’s let us down.’ He pointed at David with the barrel of his gun. ‘Then you can have this piece of shit for five minutes to get everything he knows out of him.’

Even under the balaclava David could tell the big guy was smiling.

He wasn’t having Tasha, though. Whatever he’d done in the past, David couldn’t leave her to these men.

He flew across the kitchen, slammed the door to the hall closed and stood in front of it. ‘You’re not taking her. She’s my daughter, and she’s staying with me.’

The man barked out a laugh. ‘Isn’t it a bit late to think of protecting your girl, Joseph? And she’s not yours now – she’s ours. One of us. She’s let us down, but she’ll take her punishment. Now shift out of the fucking way before you get hurt.’

The big guy watched his boss, waiting for the nod. It wasn’t long coming.

David knew long before the first blow hit him square in the centre of his gut that he couldn’t win this battle. But maybe when Tasha realised how hard he had fought for her, she would finally know how much he loved her.

He lashed out at the big man in front of him with his fist, but it was like hitting a wall. Then he felt the second blow to the side of his head, and he crumpled to his knees. He was hauled back to his feet and propped up against the door. The big man transferred the iron bar to his right hand, and the third strike came – up, under his chin, shattering his jaw. He felt the fourth as his cheekbone disintegrated.

David never felt the fifth.
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Emma’s heart pounded. What was happening? Who was this? Why was this man in the vault with her? Pinpricks of fear rose from every inch of her skin as the man’s body pressed her hard against the wall of cold steel. From the strength of the arms and the wide, solid chest pressed against her back she knew it was a man. His thighs pinned hers in place, and her arms were trapped against her body. She couldn’t move. She could barely breathe.

Maybe some down-and-out had followed her into the building from the street. She had left the doors open as instructed. He’s going to rape me. She breathed in through her nose, sniffing the hand covering her mouth. There was no smell of stale body, just the smell of a clean man.

His left hand still clamped tightly over her mouth, he grabbed the drill from her with his right, and pressed the trigger.

He’s going to kill me.

She couldn’t see what he was doing, she could just hear the drill, so close to her head.

She heard the first pin of the lock break. What was he doing?

Very gently against her ear she felt, rather than heard his words – they were merely breaths with shape, and she knew no phone anywhere would pick them up.

‘This would be a whole lot easier if I could let you go.’ The words had so little substance or form that she couldn’t be certain that was what he had said.

He gradually relaxed his weight against her so she could move back a little. She turned her head slightly, and he brought his forwards to rest next to hers on the shiny surface of the locked boxes. Her head torch had been knocked upwards as she was pushed against the wall, so it didn’t shine directly at him, but there was enough reflected light to see that the man wore a mask covering his head, his face. There was no more than a gash where the mouth should be, and a slit for the eyes – eyes that were looking straight into hers, a hypnotic electric-blue.

She barely stifled a gasp as the steely expression communicated its message: I’m here to help.

Finally, he let her go completely, his eyes never leaving hers, waiting to see her reaction.

She shook her head slowly from side to side, returning his gaze. She wanted to shout, scream, hit this man with the last remnants of strength in her body. But she was here for Ollie.

He looked down at the drill in his hand, and he pointed to the phone in her pocket.

‘Speak,’ he mouthed.

‘Stupid, fucking drill,’ she muttered, noticing a flicker of a smile through the slit in the mask, and imagining for a second the relief Tom would feel at hearing her after the brief silence.

The drilling took mere minutes in more expert hands, and finally the last pin snapped. A twist of the screwdriver, and the lock turned. It had worked.

‘Bingo,’ she muttered, playing the part. Her eyes still followed the man’s every move, her heart still hammered in her chest.

She inserted the other key, and the door swung open. It was one of the larger boxes with no separate container inside. Pulling her lamp back down over her eyes, she looked into the space and this time didn’t try to suppress her astonishment.

‘Gold,’ she said, as her eyes took in row upon row of stacked bars, their yellow light bright in the beam of the torch. Each bar was about eight centimetres long and four wide. She reached in to pick one up. For such a small thing it was really heavy and her lamp picked out the words imprinted in the metal.

1 KILO

She had no idea how many bars there were here, but she was sure there would be over a hundred.

The pale eyes watched Emma’s face as she stared in wonder into the depths of the box. Then she moved her head and returned his gaze, screwing her eyes up into a question.

His head came down to hers and she felt rather than heard the words. ‘Not now.’ He pointed to his watch. Only twenty minutes left to move all of this. How could they ever have believed it would be possible?

He bent down and picked up a bag, holding it open beneath the edge of the box and nodded at her. Emma put her hands in and started to pick up the gold bars one at a time. He nudged her and mimed a scooping action. It felt like sacrilege for something so beautiful, but she had no choice. She leaned into the box with both arms and swept the bars forwards, letting them fall into the bag.

One bag went down and another was picked up. It took five minutes to empty the box, then he was on the floor, moving the bags around, lifting them up, testing them. He stood up and passed two of them to Emma. They were seriously heavy, but she could see that he’d put more in the other bags.

‘Get them to the door, outside the time lock,’ he mouthed against her ear, his lips touching her skin.

She leaned against him for a moment, her mouth next to his ear.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, pressing her head briefly against his. Then she turned and jogged as fast as she could towards the door. Running up the stairs was painful; there must have been at least twelve kilos in each bag, but she made it. She dumped heavy bags at the top and ran down for the next two, passing him coming in the opposite direction. And so it continued. The time was nearly up. She had four minutes. She raced down the stairs for the last two bags, once more passing him on the stairs as he heaved three bags, all heavier than hers, upwards. Their eyes met and she smiled – it felt like her first smile in days. There was no time to stop, though. She would thank him properly when it was over.

Emma grabbed the final two bags and staggered towards the stairs, the last of her strength almost gone.

‘Nearly there,’ she muttered to anybody who was listening, no longer caring whether Rory or his bosses could hear her.

She practically threw the bags out of the door, turned round and slammed it. One minute to spare.

She leaned against the door in the black corridor and looked around. Nothing.

She walked to the turn in the corridor and shone her torch into the blackness.

There was nobody there. He had gone, melted back into the night.
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A huge sigh of relief went round the control room as they listened to Emma close the time-lock door. There seemed to be a brief moment of inactivity, and Tom imagined her leaning up against the wall to recover her breath. He guessed that she could perhaps carry ten kilos in each hand, and it sounded as if she had done three trips up the stairs. Given the market price of kilobars at the moment, that would be about one and a half million pounds worth of gold.

‘Come on, Emma,’ he said under his breath. She had less than ten minutes to get the bags into the back of the car, ready for the phone call.

He heard grunts as she lifted the bags, and thumps each time she threw one in the car. It seemed to be taking longer than he expected, and time was getting critical.

Tom heard the other phone ring and imagined her grabbing it out of her pocket.

He could only hear Emma’s part of the conversation.

‘No, I’m not in the bloody car, you’re quite right. I’ve just shifted about ten bags of stuff for you – and it wasn’t easy.’

Tom frowned. That seemed like something of an exaggeration.

A thought struck him. He had been so focused on listening to Emma as she brought the bags upstairs that he had stopped looking at the screen while she was obviously out of shot.

‘Can you play back the video from about three minutes before the time-lock please?’

The operator obliged.

Tom had been right. A dark figure had slipped out of the door and around the corner, back into the night.

So intently was he watching the screen that he almost missed what Emma was saying, her tone of voice alerting him.

‘What do you mean?’ Emma wailed. ‘I don’t understand. I’ve done everything you asked.’

And then she started to cry. Deep, wrenching sobs, with one word choked out between each gulp of air. ‘No. No.’

He didn’t know what was happening, but they couldn’t wait any longer.

Tom turned to the silver commander.

‘Get that baby out of there now. I don’t know what’s going on, but we’re out of time.’

Tom’s attention was focused on the images being relayed back to the control room from the covert team at Julie McGuinness’s house. They were in.

He heard sounds of running feet. Becky’s radio was live, and he could hear her breath as she jogged into the house. He heard her shout a question, and then she sounded as if she was running upstairs.

‘Come on, Becky,’ Tom said quietly.

‘What?’ he heard her say. ‘Are you sure? Shit! Tom – he’s not here,’ she said. ‘Ollie’s not here. And Julie’s out cold.’

‘Fuck!’ Tom shouted, slamming the palms of his hands down on the table.

*

‘Tom – are you there?’ Emma was shouting through her tears, using Tom’s name. She wasn’t even attempting to hide who she was speaking to, and that said it all.

He took his phone off mute. ‘What’s happened, Emma?’

‘Have you got Ollie, Tom?’

Tom closed his eyes.

‘Tom,’ she screamed. ‘Have you got him?’

‘Emma, I’m so sorry. He wasn’t where we thought he was. We’re trying to find out where he’s been moved to.’

‘No!’ Tom felt the agony in that single syllable and he had nothing to give her.

Suddenly he heard a car door slam, and seconds later the roar of an engine.

‘Emma!’ he shouted. There was no answer.

Through his radio he heard the voice of Nic Havers.

‘Sir, she’s driven off – she’s going fast. Really fast. We’re following – what do you want us to do?’

‘Stick with her for now. I’ll get back to you Nic.’

Tom picked up the phone again. ‘Emma!’ he shouted. There was no answer.

*

How did they know? Tom said it would be safe. How did they know?

The noise of her own thoughts battered Emma’s exhausted brain.

‘You’ve got our gold, but we’ve got your son,’ the voice had said. ‘We told you no police – you lied to us, Emma. We don’t like that.’

She had screamed at them down the phone, but it had made no difference.

Oh, Ollie, I’m so sorry.

‘You need to lose the police – and do it now. What have they given you – a wire, a radio? A phone? Drive away and throw it out of the window. We’ll be watching. Get away from them, then we’ll tell you what to do next. Fuck this up, and your son’s as good as dead.’

Emma didn’t care about the police – whether they caught these men or not. She wanted her baby back, and this time she was going to do exactly as they said. She flattened her foot to the floor.

Calm down, Emma. She knew that if she drove too quickly she would be stopped by traffic police – and with a boot full of gold that would be the end of everything. But she had to lose her followers.

The phone, the phone. She wound down the car window and threw her Australian phone out of the window. She glanced in her rear-view mirror. There was a motorbike behind her, driving in the middle of the road so nobody could get past. She speeded up and the motorbike slowed slightly to block any pursuit. She knew who this was – and he was keeping the detectives from following her.

She waited, hoping and praying for a call on Tasha’s mobile from the man with the rasping voice.

*

‘Sir, we’re losing her.’ It was Nic Havers again. ‘There’s a motorbike in the middle of the road, going slowly but we can’t get past unless we switch the siren on. He must be one of theirs.’

Rory Slater, thought Tom.

‘And sir – she’s thrown something out of the window. Looks like a phone.’

Bugger. Somehow they had known that the police were involved. How was that possible?

‘I’m going to call David Joseph,’ Tom said to Paul Green. ‘Maybe Natasha felt she’d made a mistake in helping us and decided to contact them. I can’t see how else they could have known. I’ll speak to David and see what he can get out of her.’

He asked an operator to get through on the Josephs’ home number. There was no reply.

‘Try the radio,’ he said. He really needed to speak to David.

There was no response.

‘Send the team into the Josephs’ house,’ he instructed. ‘The gang knows we’re onto them, so there’s nothing to lose. I don’t like this silence.’

‘Tom,’ Paul Green had walked over to stand beside him. ‘According to my CHIS, everything’s going ahead as planned. They may be aware that we know about Ollie and the robbery, but Emma was never told where the handover point was, so as long as she’s not followed they’ve got no reason to change it. As far as the CHIS is aware, the handover point is the same. If it changes, he’ll let us know.’

Tom nodded his thanks and picked up his radio again. ‘Nic – you need to look as if you’re trying to get past the bike – but don’t try too hard. Make it look as if you’re trying to tail her, but lose her. We believe we know where she’s going. If they know you’re still following her, they’ll change to a different handover location, and she’ll be very vulnerable.’

Tom’s attention was back on the cameras – to the place where he hoped and prayed the exchange was still going to take place. The cemetery was dark, deserted. There was nothing to see.

A call came through on his radio.

‘Mr Douglas, we’re at the Josephs’ place now. The back door’s been kicked in. We found David Joseph on the kitchen floor. He’s in a bad way, sir. We’ve called an ambulance, but he’s been given a real going over.’

Shit. This was going from bad to worse.

‘What about Natasha? Is she okay?’

‘Just a moment, sir.’ Tom heard the policeman speak to somebody else. ‘We’ve searched the house and the gardens thoroughly, sir. There’s no sign of the girl. They’ve got her.’
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The McGuinness’ house was stiflingly hot. Becky wiped her face with a scrunched-up tissue. How could they have got it so wrong? The entrance to the property had gone entirely to plan. They’d waited as long as the command team had believed sensible before going in. And now they had nothing. Bugger all.

Julie McGuinness was lying on her back in the centre of the bed, fully dressed. She was out cold. On the bedside table were a plastic bottle of Temazepam and a blue litre bottle of Bombay Sapphire.

‘Bollocks,’ Becky spat the word in frustration into her radio. ‘She’s taken sleeping pills. I’ve no idea how many – there’s a prescription bottle half empty, but she’s been drinking gin with them. Doesn’t look like a suicide attempt – there’s still plenty left in the bottle. At a guess, she hadn’t coped well with a baby screaming for his mum. We need to get a medic – see if we can bring her round.’

From the control room, she heard agreement and knew it would be in hand.

She looked at the body lying on the bed. What must it be like to be married to a thug like Finn McGuinness? Julie herself was no angel, of course, and was running her own part of the business from a separate property – seemingly involving girls as young as thirteen. Had Julie been like this when she met McGuinness, Becky wondered. Or is that what happened when you got involved with a man like him?

The woman on the bed had shoulder-length hair, too dark to be natural, and her skin had the orange tinge of a fake tan. In repose, her mouth turned down sourly at the edges, and her heavy dark eye makeup was smudged, running into the creases at the corners of her eyes. Becky imagined that when Julie McGuinness was looking her best she would be quite stunning with her slim body and large chest. But it was all artifice. There was something depressing about her – as if this body on the bed was the real, sad person behind the glamour and riches that her chosen life had brought her.

‘You got a minute, ma’am? You might want to look at this.’

Becky turned at the voice from the doorway. A young policeman, chunky in his ballistic vest, a semi-automatic disarmed and held safely across his body, was indicating a room across the landing and Becky followed him into a large bathroom with a Jacuzzi corner bath and huge walk-in shower. In the middle of the floor there was a plastic changing mat, and a pack of nappies with a picture of a toddler on the front. The policeman picked up one of the nappies and handed it to Becky.

‘Don’t know how much you know about nappies, ma’am, but we’ve got a new baby at home and these would go round her twice.’

Becky nodded and walked over to the bathroom bin. Inside were several nappy bags. Ollie had been here.

So where the hell was he now?
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Stupid, stupid woman. Why did she always have to think that she knew best? Why hadn’t she just gone along with everything like David had wanted?

The thought of David brought it all back to her. How could he have done that to Caroline and Tasha? And now – all because of his reckless actions six years ago, she had lost her baby. She lifted both hands and banged them on the steering wheel.

Where’s Ollie? Why hadn’t Tom found him?

‘Ollie, darling, I’m coming for you I promise,’ she shouted out loud, hoping that some telepathic channel of communication, as yet undiscovered, was working between her and her baby boy.

Emma tried not to think about what had happened in the vault. She parcelled up the thoughts, the questions, and pushed them to the back of her mind. There would be time to unpick everything later. For now, there was only Ollie.

The man had called her again on Tasha’s phone and she had followed his directions. The exit from the motorway was ahead.

She had no idea what was going to happen. Was she about to meet the men who had taken her son? The men that had taken and kept Natasha for all these years? The men who thought it was acceptable to send a kid shoplifting, stealing, ferrying drugs and so much more? With all her heart she wished she had an automatic rifle so she could rattle off a stream of bullets and shoot the whole lot of them down. It felt for a moment that a lifetime in prison would be worth it to rid the world of scum like these men.

She took the third exit from the roundabout and drove on. There was no light, the darkness settling like black velvet around her, the yellow beam of her headlights cutting through it, the rear lights leaving a red stain on the wet surface in her wake.

*

The control room fell quiet as the images on the screen showed something happening in the empty cemetery. It had begun as a low hum, getting louder as the vehicle came into view. Three men got out of a van, balaclavas rolled up, their faces revealed.

‘Thank God,’ Paul Green said softly. ‘He’s here. The main man.’

Tom felt a moment’s sympathy for Paul. This should have been the moment they prepared to move in and take Guy Bentley – everything they had been working towards. But with Ollie still missing, it was a risk they couldn’t take.

Tom looked at the screen, and although it was more than twenty years since he had last seen him, he would have recognised Ethan Bentley anywhere. Maturity had improved his looks, and what had appeared a haughty face on a skinny seventeen-year-old had filled out to become distinguished. His hooked nose and thick lips gave him the appearance of a wealthy playboy, and even on a night vision camera it was easy to see the confidence with which he held himself.

Finn McGuinness was carrying a gun. His mouth was set in a grim line and his eyes were watchful. He turned a full 360 degrees around, his gaze seeming to penetrate the surrounding shrubbery.

The third man was somebody Tom didn’t recognise. He had been half expecting Rory Slater, but this was probably way above his pay grade. The man had a similar demeanour to McGuinness, but he was much bigger, with the shoulders and upper body of a wrestler.

They hadn’t spoken, but McGuinness looked at his watch.

‘Five minutes,’ was all he said, his voice being picked up by the equipment planted by the Titan team.

Paul Green spoke into his radio, quietly keeping his team informed. But there was still no sign of Ollie Joseph. Arrest Bentley now, and Ollie might never be seen again. These weren’t men to cave in under interrogation.

Tom knew that Emma was coming before the audio kit in the cemetery picked up the sound of her car.

He knew, because three hands went up and pulled balaclavas down over faces.

*

Emma rounded the final bend.

There they were. Three of them, each wearing a mask with a gap for the eyes and the mouth. Just like the one she had seen earlier.

The men were standing in a row at the back of a van, legs apart, the arms of two of them firmly by their sides, the third clutching a gun that looked like some kind of short-barrelled rifle. A new shockwave of fear tore through Emma’s body. Her chest tightened and her breathing speeded up. She felt a moment of dizziness but fought it back.

Should she get out of the car, or stay there? She didn’t know. Fighting the temptation to put her foot down hard on the accelerator and ram them all, squashing them flat against their van, she pulled up about four metres away. The man signalled her with the barrel of his gun to get out of the car.

Not entirely sure that her legs would support her, Emma opened the door and got out. The tallest of the men approached her, signalling to one of his sidekicks – a man with huge shoulders – to get into the Range Rover and pull it around closer to their van.

‘Mrs Joseph, or may I call you Emma?’ he said in a voice practically free from any trace of an accent. He spoke as if they had just met at a party.

‘Call me what you like,’ she answered. ‘I’ve done what you asked. Now give me back my son.’ The last two words came out as a sob.

‘Of course. We’re men of our word, Emma. You shouldn’t have told the police, though. We know that was you.’

Emma didn’t like the sound of that. How could they have known it was her?

The man with the gun approached and pulled a device that Emma didn’t recognise out of his pocket. He switched it on and read the screen. He held up one hand.

‘Where’s the phone?’ he asked, the thick, harsh tones instantly recognisable as belonging to the man she had spoken to on the phone.

Emma hadn’t thought it possible to be more frightened, but a chill of terror ran through her body.

‘What phone?’ she asked. She had thrown the damned thing away – what could they mean?

‘Don’t piss me about, lady. Where’s the fucking phone?’

Emma stood stock still. He lifted the gun so it was pointing upwards, slung the strap over his shoulder and approached Emma, reaching his hands out and sliding them over her body, lingering on her buttocks. She shuddered. He laughed.

He ran one hand unnecessarily up the inside of her thighs, as far as it could go, lingering there, stroking her with his thumb. Emma stood as still as she could, her skin crawling with disgust.

‘Stop arsing around, Finn,’ the boss man said without rancour. ‘Save it for later.’

The hand moved to the outside of her thighs and stopped at a pocket.

‘This phone,’ he said, removing Tasha’s mobile. Why hadn’t she realised they meant that one? She was too terrified to think straight.

‘You won’t be needing this again,’ he said, sticking it into his own pocket.

The man by the Range Rover nodded, and Emma assumed he had checked her car for phones or bugs too. He jumped in and drove it closer to the van and opened the rear doors.

‘Shit,’ she heard.

Had she done something wrong? Panic swept through her. What?

‘Watch her,’ the boss man said to the man called Finn as he walked over to the Range Rover.

He peered into the back, where the bags of gold were stacked, and then he looked at her.

‘Bring her over here,’ he instructed.

She didn’t want to be touched by Finn again, so she went of her own accord.

‘How the fuck did you get all this up the stairs on your own, little lady?’ the boss man asked, the enquiring note in his voice barely masking his suspicion.

‘Wasn’t that what I was supposed to do?’ Emma could hear the quiver in her voice.

‘Don’t be smart with me, Emma. We thought you’d only get half this. How did you do it?’

Finn grabbed her ponytail and pulled it down her back so that her throat was exposed. She was going to die if she didn’t give them the right answer.

‘Bloody hard work, that’s how,’ she answered. ‘Adrenaline can do miraculous things to the body, you know.’

The boss indicated with his head that the gold should be moved into the van, and her hair was released.

She watched as the huge man hurled the bags into the back of the van as if they weighed little more than a sack of potatoes.

The last one was transferred.

‘What about Ollie? Where’s my son?’

She saw a nod pass between the man who was obviously the boss and Finn – the weasel with the gun.

‘Get in the car,’ Finn said, walking round to the passenger side of the Range Rover. He threw his gun to the man with the shoulders, then pulled a handgun out of his pocket, pointing it at her head.

‘Drive. I’ll take you to your son. Do anything stupid, and he’ll be dead before we get there.
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Once again, the control room was silent. The only sounds came from the radios and the monitors. The audio equipment had picked up every dreadful word.

Tom couldn’t believe what he was seeing. McGuinness was getting into the car with Emma. She would be thinking of Ollie – trusting that Finn would be taking her to her son.

The silver commander of the armed response team was issuing orders, telling his team that McGuinness was on the move and possibly on his way home. He turned to Tom and Paul Green.

‘I think we all know how this is going to end for Emma Joseph. We’re going to have to take McGuinness. Anybody disagree?’

Nobody did.

There were unmarked police cars covering all the exits to the cemetery, and Tom listened as Titan reassigned some of the detectives to follow McGuinness, who probably believed Ollie was still with Julie. Just in case he had other plans for Emma, though, they couldn’t let him out of sight.

Tom radioed Becky. ‘You’ve got at the most ten minutes to find out where Ollie is, then get out, Becky. McGuinness could be heading there. Make Julie talk. Finn’s got Emma with him, and he’s armed.’

He heard a muffled expletive from Becky, who would understand perfectly what that meant.

There was an edginess to the atmosphere in the room now, as plans were put in place to covertly tail Finn McGuinness. Any indication that he was being followed could be catastrophic for Emma.

Tom wanted to be there – to make sure that Emma was safe. He forced himself to be rational. If this wasn’t Emma, what would he do? He’d be here – in the control room – managing the situation.

Tom’s attention was diverted to one of the monitors. In the cemetery, the two remaining men were standing by the van.

‘What now?’ he asked Paul Green. ‘Why are they still there?’

‘They’re waiting for our informant. He’s the buyer.’

‘You knew it was gold, then?’

Green shook his head. ‘Not for certain. Our informant wouldn’t tell us what he’s buying – too nervous of a bent copper leaking it to Bentley. But our cyber team came across some guy on the dark web who had exchanged a load of his illegally acquired bitcoin for stolen gold – it’s regularly traded there. He’d been talking on a forum about where best to store it, and safe deposits were mentioned.’

‘And your informant?’

‘Another frequenter of the dark web. I am fairly sure this is a personal vendetta against Guy – or Ethan – Bentley. He said Bentley was setting up a heist, and that he – the informant – was going to buy the goods.’

‘So how did Bentley know the name of the bloke who was stashing the gold? He’d have needed that for the hacker to find his box number.’

‘Given who your brother was, I expect you know that a half-decent hacker can find out every small detail about a person from next to no starting information – he would have tracked back through his comment trail, sites visited, that kind of stuff, and worked out who he was.’

‘What’s your buyer doing now?’

Green tilted his head. ‘Check out the third monitor. He’s there – waiting.’

Tom followed the finger that Paul Green was pointing at the screen. A tall man in a black bomber jacket stood in the shadows invisible to Bentley and his minder. Tom could just make out a shaved head and what looked like a goatee beard.

‘He’s at the far end of the cemetery. Hang on – he’s getting his phone out.’

As the man on the monitor lifted the phone to his ear, he lifted his other hand and rubbed the top of his head.

Tom listened to Paul talking to him, asking him questions. The man lifted his hand and rubbed his head again.

Tom stared at the monitor for a moment longer.

‘Paul, can I speak to your informant please?’

Paul Green frowned. ‘What for?’

‘Will you ask him if he’ll speak to me please?’

Green shrugged.

‘Blake, I have another policeman – a Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas – who would like a word with you if possible.’

Tom would have laughed at the pseudonym Blake, had he not felt so ill, so cheated, so deceived and at the same time, so elated.

Green handed the phone across, and for a moment Tom couldn’t speak.

‘I guess I’ve stunned you into silence, little brother,’ came a voice Tom knew so well and had never expected to hear again in his life. ‘Still the white hat, I see – still putting the world to rights.’

Tom finally found the words.

‘What the fuck’s going on, Jack? What have you done?’
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Feelings of fury, relief, joy all mingled together as Tom listened to his brother’s voice. More than anything he wanted to be in that cemetery – he wanted to punch Jack in the face, knock him to the floor, then pick him up and hold him as close as he could.

‘Why are you involved in this, Jack?’

‘I’ve always been involved. I thought you might have worked that out by now.’

Tom had indeed worked it out, even if he hadn’t wanted to admit it to himself. What he hadn’t realised was that Jack hadn’t been working alone. It was obvious now, though. Guy was in it with him. All those days and nights together in Jack’s room, with Tom banished. Probably they set Guy’s father up together. Either that or Jack did it and Guy figured it out. It didn’t much matter now. After that, Guy probably picked the targets and Jack hacked them.

‘Hacking’s one thing, but abduction is another.’

‘Don’t be stupid, Tom. I had nothing to do with Natasha Joseph’s abduction six years ago. My role was to hack the system, and when I found out what Guy was up to, I tried to stop it.’

‘Maybe you weren’t involved in Natasha’s kidnap – but you were still involved in planning a major robbery. That was okay, was it? When did you hit the big time, then?’ Tom asked, sarcasm dripping from his tongue to hide his distress.

‘When Guy decided I was indispensable and set his band of warriors on me to make sure I did what I was told. I was in way above my head. What had started as a bit of a lark suddenly turned serious, and Guy wasn’t prepared to cut me loose.’

‘You’re a shit, Jack. You caused so much pain to so many people.’ The carousel of emotions took another turn and stopped in a different position.

For a moment, there was silence. When Jack spoke, his voice was quiet, controlled.

‘I thought Caroline and Natasha were both dead. I could cope with the scams – just about – but people were getting hurt and I couldn’t be part of that. I had to find a way out. If I hadn’t died, Guy would have set Finn McGuinness on me, and if I’d just disappeared he’d have hit on you or Emma, or maybe even Lucy, to flush me out. I’ve been waiting for the opportunity to screw him, and finally it’s payback time. Why else would I risk everything to be here now?’

Tom couldn’t think of anything to say, but he didn’t want Jack to go – to lose connection with him.

‘Anyway,’ Jack said, ‘much as I’d love to debate my choices with you, it seems we have a different problem. Green says Guy’s got Emma’s baby. I never thought he’d try that trick again.’

‘Ollie was the only card he had left to play. He’d offered to return Natasha to David some time ago in return for his help. He refused to play ball.’

‘He always was a twat.’

‘Twat or not, he’s been badly beaten up and Natasha’s missing. They must have pulled her out when they were beating the crap out of David. And they’ve found out Emma’s been helping us. She’s in a car with McGuinness now.’

‘Shit.’ One word, but to Tom it conveyed a wealth of emotion.

Tom wanted to hang up. He wanted to tell his brother to go to hell. He wanted to sit here and listen to his voice. He didn’t really know what he wanted or how he felt. The one thing he knew for certain, though, was that Jack knew this gang better than anybody else, and Emma needed help.

‘How did you know this was going to happen, Jack – what Guy was planning?’

‘Because I’ve been watching him. I’ve followed Guy’s every move on the dark web for six years, waiting for a chance to bring him down. I guessed who his target was, and when he was looking for a buyer, I put in a bid.’

A vivid image of Jack, sitting in a lonely dark room in some remote part of the world, glued to computer monitor, waiting to exact his revenge, flashed into Tom’s mind. He pushed it forcefully away.

‘You know these bastards – you were one of them,’ Tom said.

‘Uncalled for, little brother, but you are – of course – correct.’

‘So what do we do now?’

‘I’m going to buy you some time. And you, Tom, have to keep Emma safe.’

The line went dead.

*

Tom put the phone down and closed his eyes for a second. What had just happened? He could scarcely believe it himself.

‘Do you want to tell me what that was all about?’ Paul Green was looking at Tom very carefully.

‘No, not really. Obviously at some point I’ll have to, but for now let’s just get this child found, Emma safe and Guy Bentley arrested. Your guy Blake …’

‘You mean your so-called dead brother Jack?’’

‘… is going to buy us some time.’

‘Did you know he was alive?’ Green asked.

‘Of course not. Did you?’

Tom knew what a stupid question that was. As if Tom would have been allowed to run the operation if they’d had any idea. Fortunately, they were interrupted as one of the sound devices picked up a ringing phone in the cemetery.

‘Hang on,’ Green said. ‘We need to listen to this.’

It was Guy Bentley’s phone. He answered without grace.

‘Yeah,’ he said. There was a pause while the caller spoke.

‘What do you mean, you’ve delayed the payment? On what basis?’

They couldn’t hear what Jack said.

‘Listen, wanker, we agreed a time and a place. We’re here. Where the fuck are you?’

Another moment of silence from Guy.

‘That’s bollocks. She was just the courier. Of course she wasn’t followed – they’d have taken us down by now, wouldn’t they?’

Guy was striding up and down the path, and his words came in highs and lows of volume depending on which way he was facing.

‘I know you could walk away from this deal. But you’re not going to, are you – and yes, if you insist, my gorilla with the gun will put it on the floor and stand on it, if you think that’s entirely necessary. I’ll see you in an hour.’

Guy hung up the phone and stood, hands on hips, gazing around him.

He turned to the other man.

‘I’m not standing out here freezing my balls off for another hour. Besides, that’s too late for this place. We need to find somewhere else. We’ll give him the location when he calls back. He’s not having it all his own way.’

Green turned to Tom and pulled a face that signified a silent groan. Wherever they chose to go now, there would be no chance to set up any surveillance. They had gained time, but lost all other advantages.
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Tom was striving to force the image of Jack with his shaved head and goatee beard from his mind, but it was a struggle. Had it not been for his brother’s stance and the characteristic stroking of his head when he answered the phone, Tom believed he might well have passed Jack in the street without recognising him. Gone was the long, scruffy ponytail, the unshaven, stubbly cheeks. Only the dazzling light-blue eyes would have given him away.

Jack had bought them an hour to find Ollie and rescue Emma, and they needed to use every second of it.

He called Becky on the radio.

‘We’re moving Julie out of the house now,’ Becky said, her breathing laboured. ‘I’m trying to get her to walk, to bring her round. We need to get clear before McGuinness gets here. But I think we’re making progress. She’s muttering something.’

Tom could hear groans in the background. He heard Becky’s voice.

‘Come on, Julie. Where’s that lovely baby you were looking after?’

Tom heard some slurred speech and then a gasp from Becky.

‘Say that again, Julie,’ she said, her voice harsh and demanding. ‘Shit and bloody more shit.’

Tom waited.

‘Tom, she says she gave Ollie a pill because he wouldn’t stop crying. The pills are Temazepam. I’ve asked her how many and she just shakes her head. Hang on, she’s saying something else.’ There was a pause and he could tell from the ambient sound that they were outside the house, clearly trying to drag, or carry, Julie away in the remaining minutes before her husband returned.

‘She says Mel’s taken the baby. We asked who Mel is and where she’s taken him but we’ve got nothing. She’s being sick now, but she keeps passing out. I don’t remember anybody called Mel in the list Titan gave us, so I’m clueless. We’re bundling her in the back of one of the vans and getting her out of here. The firearms team are getting into position, melting into the shadows. They’ve told me to wait in my car well out of the way until McGuinness is back and Emma’s safe.’

‘Okay, Becky. Stick with it. We’ll follow Mel up from this end and keep you informed. As soon as you’re finished there I need you to get over to the Josephs’ house. Something has happened to Natasha. I don’t know what, but we need to find the poor kid. Nobody knows where she is, and we don’t want another dead girl on our hands.’

He heard a groan from Becky, but didn’t have time to say more because Paul Green was back on the phone and Tom heard the name Blake again. They must be agreeing the handover point for the money. Tom signalled to him that he wanted to talk to Jack, and when Paul had finished he handed over the phone.

‘Jack – are you actually going to hand over the money to buy this gold?’

‘Not unless I absolutely have to. I can’t risk Guy recognising me. If he knows I’m alive, he won’t rest – even from prison. He believes I’m dead, and it needs to stay that way.’

‘Have you got the money?’

‘I had a hidden account, which I cleared out a few months ago. So yes, I’ve got it.’

Tom could scarcely believe what he was hearing.

‘You emptied the account? The one in Switzerland? I thought they’d found it.’

‘Ah – you found the SD card then. I was hoping you wouldn’t.’

Like the lock that had been drilled in the vault, the pins were one by one dropping into place in Tom’s head and soon he knew he would be able to turn the key to understanding everything. So close.

‘Forget that for now. I want you to think hard, Jack. I need you to think if you have ever heard the name Mel before.’

Tom heard the intake of breath down the line.

‘Keep Mel out of this, Tom. None of this was her fault.’ His voice was harsh, protective.

‘Who is she? Don’t mess with me, brother – she’s got Ollie.’

‘Jesus,’ Jack muttered. ‘What the fuck did she do that for?’

‘Who is she? Just bloody tell me because Julie’s given Ollie a sleeping tablet to stop him crying.’

‘This just gets worse. Julie always was stupid, but you know who Mel is. You met her twice, and hated her. Mel – you know – Melissa.’

‘Bloody hell – your lover? The woman you dumped Emma for is part of this gang? Words fail me, Jack.’ Had he ever known this man, he wondered.

‘You really haven’t got it yet, have you, little brother? Never mind. I can track Mel down. Get me somebody here now with a laptop and a mobile wireless signal – Green knows where I am. The faster you get it to me, the faster I can find Ollie for you.’

Without further explanation, Jack hung up.

*

It had only taken five minutes to get a laptop to Jack, and just a couple of minutes later Tom’s mobile indicated he had a message. An address for Melissa had been sent to his personal email. Jack hadn’t lost his touch, it seemed.

Tom pulled his open laptop towards him. The usual crap was littering his email inbox, but as soon as he saw the name BLAKE he knew which one to open. And there was the address, and a message.

Mel is Guy’s mistress, always has been, so be careful. She’s not dangerous, but Guy’s thugs are, if they’re around. Your best bet is to take Emma. Mel probably won’t hand the baby over to somebody she doesn’t recognise – and she’ll know who Emma is.

Mel’s seen Guy do some horrific things, but she would draw the line at him killing a baby. My guess is that’s why she took Ollie. But it’s only a guess. She must have a plan, because Guy will kill her when he finds out. Good luck, little brother.

Tom looked across at the silver commander of the firearms team. He was staring at the monitor showing the McGuinness house in Salford, all quiet, waiting, not a person in sight. But they were there, hiding in the shadows, watching, anticipating the moment when they could take McGuinness down. He could just make out Becky’s car, parked down the street, out of the range of any gunfire.

The minute Emma got into McGuinness’s car the team in the control room had accepted that the planned return of Ollie was never going to happen. The gang hadn’t tried to hide Finn’s identity. They had even used his name, and now – according to the team following the Range Rover – he was taking her to his home. Tom knew that Emma’s fate had been decided long before she arrived at the cemetery.

*

The inside of the Range Rover felt claustrophobic. The air was dead, and Emma thought she could smell her own fear. She had no idea where they were, but all she could think about was Ollie – getting him back, holding him tight.

Finn had spoken to her just once on the journey.

‘The boss tells me you used to be Jack Douglas’s girl.’ He gave a dirty laugh. ‘What goes around comes around, eh? Pity he died.’

Emma frowned. He smiled at her expression and leaned towards her. She could smell stale cigarette smoke on his breath.

‘I was denied the pleasure of killing him myself,’ he said, his face inches from hers.

She turned away in disgust, and he laughed again. What did he mean? How did he know Jack? She couldn’t afford to give Jack any head space now, though. She was going to get Ollie. Her breathing became fast and shallow as her excitement grew. It wouldn’t be long now.

They had left the motorway behind; on Finn’s instructions Emma turned down a wide avenue with houses set well back from the road.

‘Turn left ahead, then third drive on the right. Let’s see if Julie has kept your baby safe. You’d better hope she hasn’t got herself pissed and dropped the little bugger on his head.’ He cackled, but Emma was no longer listening.

Julie? That was the name of the woman Tom thought had Ollie – but he’d said they hadn’t found him. What would Finn do if he got home and Ollie wasn’t there? Emma had no idea, but she felt her thrill of anticipation at getting Ollie back disintegrate, shattering into tiny fragments.

All of this – everything she had done – was for nothing. She wanted to howl, to scream her misery into the night. Should she warn him – tell him that the police had already checked out Julie and they knew Ollie wasn’t there?

And then from nowhere came the realisation of how it was all going to end. She had heard Finn’s name. She was about to pull into the drive of his home. The boss man had told Finn to ‘save it for later’.

He wasn’t going to let her go.

How had she been so stupid? Was this her punishment for involving the police?

It was too late to think of what else she could do, so she turned the wheel of the car, drew up on a narrow drive and switched off the engine.

She needed to get him on her side – make him realise that she was no longer working with the police – do something that would make him trust her.

‘Finn,’ she began.

‘Shut up and get out of the car.’ He dug the tip of his gun into her thigh as if to remind her of its presence then stuffed it into his pocket. Before she could protest, he opened his door and started to get out.

Emma knew she had to say something to him before he made it into the house. She felt she would be safer outside. She pulled on the handle to open the door, ready to chase him up the drive.

‘Finn,’ she shouted. ‘There’s something I need to tell you.’

Her only hope was that she could reason with him – make him give Ollie back in exchange for her co-operation with the police.

He turned round towards her, his hand flying to the pocket of his jacket.

Suddenly the quiet night was ripped apart. Sound erupted from all around, and Emma felt strong arms reach out and grab her as two black figures emerged from behind a hedge and dragged her to the floor.

It was over in seconds. By the time Emma was helped back to her feet, four men were surrounding McGuinness, his hands already cuffed behind his back.

His black eyes looked into hers, and she swallowed – the knowledge of what had been about to happen to her shining from Finn’s inky stare.

She turned away and saw Becky Robinson sprinting across the road towards her.

‘Are you okay, Emma?’ she asked, putting an arm gently round Emma’s waist.

Emma felt her legs weaken. Too much had happened and for one dreadful moment, she didn’t think she could take any more. She felt Becky’s grip tighten.

‘Listen, Emma – Tom thinks he knows where Ollie is. I need you to go with this policeman,’ Becky indicated a middle-aged man that Emma hadn’t even noticed. ‘Tom will meet you there. I’ve got to be somewhere else, but are you sure you’re okay?’

Emma had hardly registered anything past Becky’s first sentence, and she nodded vaguely, only one thought in her head.

Ollie.

She forced some strength into her legs, stood up straight and took a deep breath.

I’m coming, baby.

*

Tom ran from the control room. He needed to get to Melissa’s home, right on the border of his jurisdiction. His journey would be longer than Emma’s, but at this time in the morning he could risk going through the centre of town.

They didn’t have much time left. Jack had bought them an hour, but nearly half of that had already gone.
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Melissa’s house was at the top of a hill, standing alone, isolated, surrounded by bleak, empty moorland. It appeared to be a converted barn, with huge sheets of glass replacing the original arched barn doors. Light spilled out from the uncurtained window, but Tom was still too far away to see into the depths of the room.

He turned his car onto a farm track that was partially hidden from the road by a thicket of rowan trees. He walked back to the lane and could see instantly why Guy Bentley’s mistress lived here. The view stretched for miles, back to the nearest town. No car would be able to approach at night without its headlights being seen, and when Guy was visiting he no doubt put one of his henchmen on lookout duty. The lane ended at Melissa’s house, a narrow, stony track continuing on to the moor beyond, and Tom had to hope that nobody had been watching the road tonight.

A call came through on Tom’s radio.

‘Tom – Paul Green here. A problem, I’m afraid. Bentley’s playing hardball. He’s told Blake – Jack – he doesn’t like the new meeting place. He’s got a better one. It’s a disused cow shed about five hundred metres from Melissa’s house.’

‘Bugger,’ Tom muttered. It would be reckless for Guy to invite his buyer to Melissa’s home, but if he had chosen a location so close by, the chances were he would be planning on visiting his mistress too.

‘How long?’ Tom asked, his calm demeanour belying his true feelings.

‘We don’t know, but I suspect he’s in his own car. The gold will be in the van. He could have been halfway there before he called Jack. You need to hang on until we get there.’

‘Thanks, Paul. How far out are you?’

‘About twenty minutes, but we’re going to have to approach with caution. We’ve seen the satellite image of the area, and we can’t just come charging in; they’ll have done a runner before we get there. There’s a chopper on its way, and an ambulance. The locals will get to you before us, but wait for firearms, Tom.’

Tom ended the call. He could see headlights approaching, and he darted back across the road to stand behind the trees.

Thirty seconds later a car turned onto the track and pulled up behind Tom’s. Emma leaped out of the unmarked police car almost before it had stopped.

‘Is this it, Tom?’ she called as she ran towards him.

‘Quiet, Emma. I know you want to race in there, but let’s be sensible. Let me check it out first.’

Tom knew he wasn’t going to wait for the armed response team. If Ollie had been given drugs, every second counted. But he needed to be sure Melissa was alone.

‘I’m sorry about before, Tom. I had to do what they asked, but I know it was stupid,’ Emma said.

‘You’ve nothing to apologise for, I’m just glad you’re safe. We’ll talk about it later. There are a couple of things you need to know, though, and something I need to ask.’

Emma looked at him, her expression wary.

‘What happened in the vault, Emma?’

Her eyes slid away from his, and he knew he was right.

‘Who was in there with you?’

‘It doesn’t matter. Let’s just get Ollie.’

‘It was Jack, wasn’t it?’

He watched as Emma’s eyes screwed tight shut, as if she was barely holding herself together.

‘Not now, Tom. I can’t let myself think about it. Let me get Ollie. Please.’

Tom knew she was right. It could wait. He debated whether to tell her about David’s injuries, or that Natasha was missing, but he decided against it for now. He’d had an update on the way here, and there was still no sign of the girl.

There was one thing he had to tell Emma, though. ‘You need to know that Mel – the woman who has Ollie – she’s Melissa.’ He didn’t have to say any more.

‘I don’t care who she is, as long as she gives me back my baby. What are we waiting for?’

‘Get back in the car, Emma. I’m going to check it out.’ Tom leaned across to the driver. He needed the man to keep watch over Emma. ‘Stay out of sight for now, and look after Mrs Joseph. I’ll radio when it’s safe for you to bring her in.’ He turned to Emma, willing her to understand. ‘Just do it, Em.’

Emma opened the door and sat sideways on the seat, her feet out of the car – ready to move at a second’s notice. The driver reached up and switched off the interior light.

Tom made his way across the road. He had no idea whether Guy knew that Ollie was with Melissa. He was going to have to get the baby out before Guy arrived, though.

He made his way around the side of the house, keeping off the cobbled drive. There were no cars visible, but he skirted round the back to check for ways in and out, not knowing if he would need an escape route. He could hear nothing from inside the house, and he moved deeper into the undergrowth, beyond the reach of the light flooding from the huge arched window, hoping to see in without being spotted.

He was too late. While he had been round the back of the house he hadn’t been able to watch the road, and suddenly a pair of powerful headlights swept into the drive. Tom ducked down behind a holly bush as a dark red Aston Martin Vanquish pulled up on the cobbles.

A man got out, one hand deep in his overcoat pocket, the other holding a phone to his ear.

Guy Bentley.

‘Wait there,’ Tom heard Guy say. ‘The buyer should be with you in thirty minutes, but I’ll be back by then. I’m at Mel’s picking some gear up. And where the fuck’s Finn – have you heard from him?’

There was a pause.

‘Stupid bastard. He’d better not be shagging the Joseph woman. I told him to lock her and the kid up – save playtime for later. Keep trying him.’

Guy punched the screen of his mobile angrily and turned towards the house. At that moment Tom sensed movement to his right and a pale face was caught in the lamplight from the drive.

Emma.

What the hell was she doing? How did she get away from her driver?

Tom had no time to think. He couldn’t let Guy see her. He moved out from behind his shrub, banging against the leaves to make them rustle. Guy turned towards him, his hand automatically going to his right pocket.

Gun.

Then Guy’s face changed. He knew – knew that they had him, but had no idea how or why. And Tom was certain he wouldn’t go down without a fight. He would have an escape route from here – a plan. And at the moment, all that stood between Guy and freedom was Tom.

‘Well, if it isn’t Tom Douglas. What a pleasant surprise, Tom. How are you keeping?’

‘Ethan,’ Tom responded, seeing nothing more than a grown-up version of the kid who used to hang out in his brother’s bedroom. He didn’t for one second doubt that this man was far more dangerous, though, and thoroughly lacking in morality.

‘Ethan?’ Guy responded, laughing. ‘Nobody’s called me that for years. Your brother christened me Posh Guy all those years ago, and I liked it so much that I kept it. Dropped the Posh, of course. Nasty connotations. Would you like to come in? This is my girlfriend’s house – but then I expect you know that, don’t you, a smart policeman like you. You’ve met her, of course, when she was pretending to be Jack’s lover.’

Tom could see Emma over Guy’s shoulder, but he could do nothing to pass any signal to her, and hoped that she had the sense to keep out of sight.

Guy indicated the way into the house with his left hand, his right still in his pocket. They made it as far as the porch.

‘Stop there, Tom,’ Guy’s voice had hardened from the previous friendly tones. ‘Turn round.’

Tom turned slowly.

Guy was smiling at him, but his eyes were hard. ‘Radio, please, and mobile phones. I’d be surprised if you only had one, so unless you produce them both, I’m going to have to search you. I’d rather not, if it’s all the same.’

Tom took his time. Any delay right now would be good.

‘Now, Jack’s little brother. What am I going to do with you?’ Guy said, his tone conversational as he pulled a gun from his pocket and pointed it at Tom.
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Guy indicated with the gun that Tom should lead the way. There was a door to the left off the hall, with light seeping out from its edges, and Tom pushed it open.

Seated in a comfortable armchair facing a roaring fire was a young woman holding a sleeping baby boy. Ollie.

The woman turned her head slightly, showing Tom her profile. She gasped as Guy entered the room, his gun pointed at Tom’s head.

‘Guy,’ she said, visibly swallowing her fear. ‘I wasn’t expecting you.’

‘Clearly,’ he replied. ‘What the fuck are you doing with the baby, Mel?’

Tom could hear the surprise and anger in Guy’s voice, and Mel turned back to the fire so Guy couldn’t see the panic that Tom had glimpsed in her eyes.

She spoke without looking at Guy, her tone of defiance made less convincing by her shaking voice.

‘Julie told me you weren’t going to give the baby back. She was pissed, so I took him. I wasn’t leaving him to Finn. He’s an evil bastard.’

‘You left the house?’

Tom could hear the incredulity in Guy’s voice.

‘It was dark. Nobody saw me. Only Julie, and she’s seen her husband’s handiwork before.’

Tom had no idea what any of this was about, but he kept quiet.

‘You’re a stupid bitch, Mel.’ Guy’s casual tone was somehow more threatening than if he had shouted. ‘I thought you might have learned your lesson six years ago. This is Tom – Jack’s brother – and he’s filth. But I guess you knew all that, didn’t you? How far behind are the cavalry, Tom?’

Tom shrugged. He wasn’t giving anything away, but this still had the potential to go horribly wrong.

‘Never mind, my men will tell me when they’re close. Why did you contact Tom, Mel?’

Guy was now pointing the gun at Mel, who was still holding Ollie close to her chest, but Mel was looking past Guy, at the door. Tom followed her gaze, and closed his eyes briefly in horror.

‘Leave her alone, Guy. I told Tom where to find her.’

Guy swung round at the sound of the voice, pointing his gun at the man in the doorway.

‘Hello, little brother,’ Jack said, looking at Tom with a sad smile.

‘Jack Douglas,’ Guy whispered, his eyes narrowing to slits. He waved his gun to indicate that Jack should move next to Tom, but Jack stood his ground. ‘Who’d have thought it. Come back to see Mel, have you? I guess you owe her one.’

Guy sneered at his mistress.

‘None of it was Mel’s fault,’ Jack said. ‘I tricked her too.’

‘That’s crap, Jack. After screwing up that job for us you’d never have got away without Mel’s help. But she suffered for it, didn’t you, darling?’

Tom looked at Mel, who was still staring at the fire. Much as he wanted to grab Ollie from her and run for the door, he knew it wouldn’t work. Not with Guy waving that gun around.

‘She never leaves the house now, did you know that Jack?’ Guy said. ‘Not since the day she helped you run away. Show Jack what he did to you.’ Guy was maintaining his pleasant tone. Mel didn’t turn her head.

‘I don’t want to have to make you, Mel. Show Jack.’

Slowly Mel turned her head so that the left side of her face was visible. From just below her left eye down to her chin was a jagged scar, brownish pink in colour, pulling her eye down and exposing her inner eyelid, wet and pink.

‘You bastard,’ Jack said.

‘It was only a punch or two. Finn stitched it for her.’

Tom knew without asking that any stitching would have been without the benefit of anaesthetic and for a moment he felt Mel’s pain as the needle pierced her flesh. She hadn’t been blameless, but this was sheer savagery.

‘I’ll deal with Mel later. For now, it’s just you two.’ Guy’s tone had changed. ‘On your knees, both of you.’

‘Why not get out while you can, Guy?’ Jack asked, not moving from the spot.

Guy ignored him, lifted his gun and pointed it at Tom.

To Tom’s dismay, Jack stepped in front of him and started to move towards Guy, stopping only when they were face to face.

Guy smiled and pushed the barrel of the gun against Jack’s head.

‘You forget, I’m already dead,’ Jack said, his eyes locked onto Guy’s. ‘You can’t kill a dead man.’

*

The sound of the gunshot cutting through the silent early-morning air sent the first birds of the day, waiting to sing out their tuneful dawn chorus, fluttering into the bare trees. And Emma felt as if a pointed blade had pierced her heart.

She pushed herself out from behind the bushes where she had been hiding since Tom had gone into the house, and sprinted up the drive. Her mind was focused on one thing – Ollie.

Her legs pounded, strange pains running through them as the tension in her limbs fought and lost the battle to cramp up. Head down, she cried out in agony, but kept running, limping, dragging one leg with its rock-solid knotted calf muscle to the black front door of the secluded barn. She pushed the door open and forced herself onwards, towards the silent room on her left – the only room showing light.

One hand pressing against a stitch in her left side, she flung herself over the threshold.

To Emma, it was as if the whole room had faded to darkness, the only bright light glowing from Ollie who had started to cry, no doubt woken by the gunshot. She barely noticed two men lying on the floor in a pool of blood. She had eyes only for her baby, and for the woman holding Ollie tightly in one arm, and brandishing a gun in the other, its barrel waving around the room in the woman’s shaking hand.

‘Don’t hurt my baby,’ she screamed. ‘Shoot me, but don’t hurt my baby, please.’

She looked directly at the woman and gasped. What had happened to her poor face? But the woman had Ollie, and at that moment it was all that mattered.

‘Give me the gun, Melissa.’

Tom. Thank goodness.

Without a word of protest, Melissa turned the gun around, and handed it to Tom. With both hands free, she clasped Ollie tightly one last time and stood up to hand him over to Emma.

‘He’s lovely, Emma. I’m so sorry for everything.’ She sat down again as if her legs had given way, a dazed expression on her face.

But Emma barely heard her. Ollie had stopped crying when he heard his mummy’s voice, and Emma pulled him tightly to her. So tightly that he gave a small ‘ay’ of protest, and then she was laughing and crying at the same time. She lifted him away from her so she could look at his soft skin, his pudgy little cheeks and his fine hair. Ollie lifted one hand towards Emma’s tears and stroked them with his fingers. ‘Mumumum’ he said softly, a big smile spreading across his face.

She pulled Ollie close again and looked at where Tom was lifting a body from the floor, rolling him onto his back. Underneath the body, covered in blood, lay Jack. Without his wild hair and unshaven cheeks he looked so different, but at the same time, so familiar.

Emma couldn’t breathe, certain that he had sacrificed himself for Ollie.

Then Tom reached out a hand and Jack’s eyes opened – looking first at his brother and then over at Emma and Ollie, his eyes searching hers, making sure she was all right.

He took the outstretched hand and Tom hauled him to his feet.

‘Christ, Guy’s heavier than he looks,’ he muttered.

‘Never, ever, do anything as fucking stupid as that again, Jack. If it hadn’t been for Mel, you’d be dead now. What were you trying to do, for God’s sake?’

‘You forget, Tom – as I said to Guy, I’m already dead. He would have killed us both. He nearly killed me by falling on top of me. But at least if he’d shot me you’d have had a second or two to take him down.’

Tom exhaled a breath of air and shook his head.

‘Later, Jack. We need to sort Ollie out. Melissa – Julie said she’d given him a sleeping tablet. Do you know anything about it?’

Emma spun her head round to stare back at Melissa, her body rigid with tension. Melissa seemed dazed, staring at Guy’s dead body, a hint of a smile on her lips. She spoke without lifting her head.

‘It’s fine. She’d given it to him just before I got there. He was probably crying because he was thirsty – she won’t have thought to give him a drink. His little mouth was dry, and the tablet was stuck under his tongue where she’d shoved it. I peeled it off, and wiped away any residue with a tissue. Then gave him loads of water. He’s been asleep, but he’s fine now.’

Mel was still staring, trance-like, at Guy’s body.

‘Thank you,’ was all Emma could think of to say.

‘I still think we need to get Ollie to a doctor,’ Tom said. ‘I’m going to take Emma outside and hand her over to an officer who can look after both of them until the ambulance gets here.’ They could hear sirens close by, and the steady throb of a helicopter overhead.

Tom turned to Jack and Melissa.

‘I don’t want to leave you two, but my first priority is Ollie. I’ll be two minutes. Stay here – both of you.’

Emma walked towards the door, holding Ollie tightly. But her eyes were on Jack, boring into him, trying to read what was in his mind, trying to show him what was in hers, and in her heart.

‘Jack,’ she said quietly.

His eyes softened as he gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head and lifted his chin as if to tell her to go. She had to, for Ollie, but there was so much still to say.

As Tom closed the door behind her, Emma felt certain she had lost Jack for the third time in her life, and this time was the saddest.
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Tom wasn’t happy to be leaving a murder scene, but Ollie had to come first, and Tom needed time to think. He put an arm round Emma’s shoulders and steered her towards the front door, collecting his radio and phones on the way. An out-of-breath policeman was standing doubled over halfway up the drive.

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the policeman said. ‘She said she needed a pee, so I could hardly follow her. I’ve been looking everywhere for her.’

Tom gave Emma a look, but he couldn’t really blame her. He hurried her towards the gate, looking anxiously for the promised ambulance.

‘You’ve been amazing, Emma,’ he said as his eyes searched the lane. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I am now. What happened?’

‘Jack played the hero, the stupid bastard. Guy had a gun against his head, but Melissa was hiding another gun down the side of the chair. She shot Guy. He fell on top of Jack, and for a moment I thought they’d fired at the same time. I thought Jack was dead too.’

And that had been a strange feeling. A brother who he already thought of as dead, dying again. How could he feel such pain twice over one person?

‘Melissa was never Jack’s lover, was she?’ Emma asked.

‘I don’t think so. She was always Guy’s – and his watchdog – living with Jack to make sure he complied with Guy’s ever-increasing demands. I guess she became fond of Jack and helped him escape.’

Tom looked at Emma’s face, wondering if that made everything that had happened better, or worse. She was staring at Ollie, almost in wonder. He had snuggled up close to her, and she was trying to wrap her arms more tightly round him. Tom slipped his coat off and put it round both of them, relieved to see a flashing blue light approaching.

‘Did you know what Jack was doing, Em?’ he asked. ‘I’m not accusing you of anything, but I just wonder how he got himself in so deep.’

Emma was quiet for a second, as if deciding what she should say.

‘I knew about the hacking. But in the months before we split he seemed to be battling with something – I didn’t know what. He was angry all the time – with himself, not with me. I guess it was because of the things that Guy was forcing him to do. He’s not a bad person, Tom. He made some mistakes as a kid and got in too deep.’

At that moment, Tom wished he could be somewhere else. Jack had just tried to save Tom’s life, probably saved Ollie’s, and had put his own life at risk to get Guy Bentley locked up.

But he was a criminal. And Tom was a policeman.

‘Well, when all this is put to bed we’ll have to see what happens, but Jack’s committed crimes and I can’t pretend he hasn’t.’

Talk of past crimes reminded Tom that Emma still didn’t know what had happened to David. He pushed thoughts of Jack to the back of his mind.

‘I’m really sorry, Em, but I’ve got some bad news. After you left home earlier, your house was broken into and David was badly injured. He’s been taken to hospital.’

He looked at Emma’s bewildered face.

‘How bad?’ she asked.

‘Bad,’ Tom answered.

‘Oh God. Poor David. They didn’t hurt Tasha, did they?’

‘When our men got there, they searched the house, but there was no sign of her. I’m so sorry, Emma. They must have taken her.’

After everything Natasha had done, Tom would have thought there might be a sense of relief that she had gone, but one look at Emma’s stricken face, and he knew she didn’t feel that way.

‘She’s in trouble, Tom. They must realise that Tasha knew I’d involved the police. I’ve no idea what they’ll do to her. Find her for me – please? I don’t want anything to happen to her.’

‘We’re looking for her. We’re not giving up on her.’

Tom signalled the officer to take Emma and Ollie as the ambulance pulled onto the drive.

‘I need to get back inside. Is that okay?’

Emma nuzzled her nose against the top of Ollie’s head and nodded vacantly, shrugging off Tom’s coat – clearly concerned only with holding her little boy close, driving all the other horrors out of her mind.

Tom turned back towards the house. He should be euphoric. They had saved Ollie, Guy Bentley was dead and Finn McGuinness was in custody – soon to be followed by the rest of the gang. But he had two people to arrest, and he wasn’t looking forward to it.

*

Tom stood in the open doorway of Melissa’s house and watched the ambulance leave. He knew he was putting off the inevitable – procrastinating, as Leo would say – but he did need to call Becky.

‘Ollie’s safe, Becky’ – he heard a whoop from his inspector – ‘and Guy Bentley’s dead. That’s my good news. Now tell me we’ve found Natasha.’

Becky’s voice changed from delight to sadness as she answered his question.

‘Not a sign, Tom. I’m sorry.’

Tom felt a cold fury at the thought of what this child might now be suffering. He should have protected her better than he had.

‘Arrange for somebody to arrest that bastard Rory Slater, and his wife for that matter. Make sure the house is searched thoroughly. Emma told me about a place under the cellar that they called The Pit. If Natasha’s been taken, that’s where she’ll be, poor kid. ‘

‘I’m on it,’ was all she said.

Tom ended the call and decided there was one other person he should speak to.

‘Paul – how far out are you? There are a couple of arrests to be made, and I don’t particularly have the heart for either of them.’

‘Understood. Just keep them there. The firearms team should be with you any time now. I’ll be about ten minutes.’

Tom added the news about Guy and heard a cheer go up from the car that Paul Green was travelling in. It was a good night for Titan.

With a heavy heart Tom pushed open the door to the sitting room and stepped round Guy’s inert body.

Mel had turned her face back to the fire.

‘Mel – where’s Jack?’

‘Bathroom,’ Mel answered, without turning round. ‘Washing some blood off, I think.’

Tom walked across the room and took a seat opposite the woman who had saved Jack’s life.

‘Thank you for what you did tonight. I feel uncomfortable saying this, but other officers are on their way, and they will have to arrest you for shooting Guy. I don’t understand why you did it, though.’

Tom could see a sad little smile on the unscarred side of Mel’s face.

‘You’ve seen what Guy did to me for helping Jack. What do you think he would have done if I’d handed the baby over to you?’ Tom couldn’t find any words that wouldn’t sound like platitudes. ‘I hadn’t planned to kill Guy; the gun was for Finn. I couldn’t let him kill a baby. Finn wouldn’t have turned a hair, but I knew he’d come for Ollie as soon as he’d spoken to Julie – and I was ready for him.’

‘How did you know I was coming?’ Tom asked, aware that Mel had shown no surprise at his appearance – only at Guy’s.

‘After Jack tracked me down and told you where I live, he called me. He took a huge risk, you know. He couldn’t be sure whether I’d tell Guy. But Jack said all he cared about was getting Emma’s baby back to her. I didn’t know who’d get here first – you or Finn. I wasn’t expecting Guy, though.’

‘You saved the baby, you saved me, and you saved Jack. I’m sure the courts will understand that and be lenient.’

Mel laughed.

‘I want to go to prison, Tom – can you believe that? In a women’s prison I’ll feel relatively safe. Out here, Finn will see to it that I suffer, even if he’s locked up in Strangeways for life – which he should be. But I’m not blameless.’

Tom listened as Mel talked about her life with Guy and the mistakes she had made. But she was talking too much, and Tom knew why. He glanced behind him at the door.

‘Jack’s not in the bathroom, is he Mel?’

She turned her ruined face towards him, affecting a look of innocence that would have fooled nobody.

‘Who are you talking about, Tom? There’s only you and me here. There’s only ever been you and me here.’
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Natasha plodded along the narrow track, head down to hide her tears. There was nobody to hide them from, but she had been taught not to cry and was ashamed of the sobs that threatened to choke her. She had no idea where she was going, but all paths led somewhere, didn’t they?

It hadn’t been hard to sneak out of the house. She’d just had to wait for the right moment. David had been feeling sorry for himself in the kitchen, wondering whether the police would ever find out what he’d done. His last words to her had been ‘We don’t need to tell anybody about this, do we Natasha? It was a mistake, that’s all. A stupid mistake.’

She trudged down the ruts where tractors had been, her trainers soaked and covered in mud. The rain had seeped through her old duffle coat and she could feel icy droplets running down her back, but she still had a lot of walking to do. She knew where she was going, but she wouldn’t make it before it was light. She was going to have to find somewhere to hide during the day. They’d be looking for her – Finn and Rory. Not because they wanted her, though.

That was the thing, really. Nobody wanted her. David hadn’t wanted her back when he’d had the chance, and although Rory’s lot would insist she came home – at least, what had passed for home for the last six years – it wasn’t that they wanted her. They just wanted to show her there was no escape, and they wanted the good money she could bring in. She knew too much – all the scams, the routes on the trains, the dealers for the stolen phones.

This had seemed like an easy job. All she’d had to do was refuse to speak to anybody, tell nobody anything, then find the right time to walk out of the house with the baby, phone Rory, and then go back to the house and watch her father suffer for a few hours until the job was done, then leave again.

She’d known David and Emma would be mad at her and thought they might slap her around a bit when she told them that Ollie was gone – just to make her talk. But she was used to that. What she hadn’t expected was to feel the way she did when she had seen how much Emma loved Ollie. For a while she had even thought that maybe, just maybe, she could have some of that for herself.

She hated David, of course, but Emma had been kind to her. And what had she done in return? She’d stolen her baby. That’s what.

Natasha let out a wail of grief that had been building in her for days, which faded unheard into the night.

And now she had done something else that they would hate her for. She might have left all the nice clothes that Emma had bought for her, but there was one thing she had needed, that she’d had to take.

Money.

She didn’t need much because she could nick stuff to eat. But she might need a bit of cash, and she was a rubbish pickpocket. She had tried when she was little, but the bloke had grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and shaken her, so she’d stuck to nicking things from shops. The trouble was, Emma had taken her purse with her, and David’s wallet was in his jacket pocket – with him in the kitchen.

It had left her with only one option – one that she had hated to take. She pushed the thought of what she had done to the back of her mind. They hated her anyway, so it wouldn’t make any difference.

The place she was heading to was full of kids like her – kids that nobody wanted, or who had been forced to escape from something even more dreadful than living rough. She was heading for the tunnels that ran under Manchester, a huge network of spaces built over a century ago. She thought she might be safe there, but she was going to have to walk for miles, all at night along the back roads and alleyways. Natasha didn’t even know where she was, but she had seen some signs when they were out shopping, so had an idea that Stockport was the closest big town. If she could find her way there, she could probably get somebody to help her for a few days until she made it to Manchester.

Her mind kept going over things. Had she made the right choice? Should she have stayed?

The thing was, if she was still there – living with her dad and Emma – she didn’t think Finn and his boss would let Ollie go until they got her back. David and Emma would have had to make a choice. Her, or Ollie. And there was no contest, was there? Better to leave now than to listen to their excuses as they told her she wasn’t wanted. But if she’d gone – disappeared for good – Finn had no reason to keep Ollie.

Maybe she should have stayed, though – stayed so that Emma had some bargaining power – stayed and sacrificed herself so Emma could get Ollie back. She kicked a clod of wet earth in front of her. She couldn’t even do that right.

She scrubbed at her tears with the heel of her hand and lifted her face to the rain, her body shuddering with the force of her unhappiness and the sense of loss.

*

Becky Robinson was keeping out of the Joseph’s kitchen. It was crawling with crime scene technicians, and there was nothing to see – except blood, of course. Emma was at the hospital with Ollie, where he was being checked over, and the news was good. There didn’t seem to be any lasting effects from any grains of the sleeping tablet that he might have swallowed.

Becky didn’t know if Emma had been to see her husband or not. She wouldn’t really blame her if she hadn’t, having learned what David did all those years ago. Everything that had happened since, to Natasha, to Caroline, and now to Ollie and Emma was a direct result of his actions six years ago.

Jumbo and his team had finished in all the rooms except the kitchen, so Becky was free to look around the house. She went into Natasha’s bedroom. The bed was made, and the room was tidy – the kind of tidiness that you don’t normally associate with thirteen-year-old girls – at least, not if they’re anything like Becky had been.

She opened the drawers. Inside were good clothes – perfect for a girl like Natasha – all folded neatly as if somebody really cared about them. She thought back to what Natasha had been wearing when she had first met her. She remembered the red jumper with the loose thread and searched the room. It wasn’t there.

Where are you, Tasha?

She wasn’t at Rory Slater’s house. It was empty. All the children had been taken into care and both Slaters were locked up.

The team had searched the house and found nothing. Nothing, that is, other than a terrible chamber below the cellar. Little more than a hole in the ground with bare earth for the walls. Cold and damp, it reeked of fear.

Becky shuddered and made her way into Ollie’s bedroom. She could see evidence that the fingerprint team had been in here, but they hadn’t moved a thing, and her eye was drawn towards a toy, sitting in the middle of the rug. She bent down to pick it up, but it wasn’t a toy, it was a ladybird moneybox. She shook it, but there was no sound. It was empty.

As she went to put it on the chest of drawers, she noticed a tiny slip of paper, sticking out of the slot. Becky carefully drew it out. Unfolding it, she moved to the light to read it.

‘Oh God,’ she muttered, tears flooding her eyes. She knew she was going to have to call Tom, but for a moment she had to pause. She didn’t think she could say the words out loud.

To Ollie Joseph

IOU £7.36

Signed: Natasha (your sister)

Sorry x
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Day Six

It was midday before Tom was able to get home. He couldn’t remember how long it had been since he had last slept, or eaten anything other than the odd chocolate bar or packet of crisps.

Mel had tried to stick to her story that there had been nobody else in her home, but Tom couldn’t go along with that. Jack hadn’t been involved directly in Guy’s death, but there was no point in lying. Paul Green knew who Jack was, and although he had committed no offence – merely acting as an informant and never actually buying the stolen gold – his past crimes were bound to come out. The fact that he had helped the Titan team to catch Guy would go in his favour, and Tom had a feeling that Jack would have happily come back to face the music. But it wasn’t the police Jack was hiding from.

Mel’s words, just before she was driven away, came back to him.

‘Jack loves you, Tom. He always called you White Hat – said you had more honour in your little finger than he had in his whole body. Everything he did six years ago he did for the people he loved, and now that Guy’s dead the only people who know Jack’s alive are a few policemen, you, me and Emma. That’s the way it has to stay. Whatever Finn has in store for me, even from his prison cell, it would be ten times worse for Jack – and possibly anybody close to him. He has to stay dead.’

Tom hadn’t been able to find any words. His throat had closed completely, and it hadn’t been the time to lose control.

He pushed open his front door, for once, the pleasure of his home eluding him. He knew he should make something to eat and then go straight to bed, but he couldn’t. He was restless, and more than anything he wished Leo was here. She must have wondered what was going on, but although it felt like weeks to him since he had seen her, to Leo there would just have been a couple of days’ silence.

He walked into the kitchen and switched on the kettle.

While it was boiling, he plugged his laptop in to charge and turned back to the worktop.

There was a ping. He stood, motionless, his back to the computer. Only one person he knew could do that. He held his breath, not knowing what he was waiting for, then slowly turned round.

In the middle of his screen was a folder – the title was ‘White Hat.’

Tom pulled up a chair, sat down and clicked. The folder contained a single file.

Sorry to have left so abruptly. I’m sure I don’t need to explain.

I’ve let you down – I know that. I let Emma down too, and now she has to deal not only with what I was, but what David is too.

I loved her. Still do.

Don’t ever change, Tom. You’re the hero of the family. I’ll be watching you from afar, but you won’t know I’m there.

The money I left you was all earned legally – so don’t panic. I know you will use it wisely. I hadn’t wanted you to discover the SD card though. I tried to get it back, but I couldn’t find it. Sorry about the mess, little brother – but I had to make it look real. Your cottage in Cheshire is wonderful by the way – especially the kitchen.

My ill-gotten gains will now be distributed appropriately – you don’t need to know the details.

Forget you saw me. My death was my choice.

Black Hat

Tom read the note and reread it until his eyes were blurred, whether with tears or fatigue it was difficult to say. He knew as soon as he touched the keyboard the note would disappear from the screen and from his computer, just as he knew Jack would never contact him again this way. It was his last link to his brother – perhaps the last ever – and he couldn’t let it go.

Did he really have to remain dead? Was there no other choice?

He had found and lost his brother today, and his emotions were too tangled to unravel.

Finally, he sat back, lifted his finger and pressed the space bar. The image disappeared, as he had known it would. He stared at the blank screen for a few moments, then pushed himself up from the chair and moved back to the worktop to reboil the kettle. As he poured the hot water into a mug, he glanced across to the phone. The message light was flashing. He should ring Leo, let her know what was going on, he thought, as he pressed the replay button. He needed her now more than ever. She was the only person who could bring him the comfort and love that he suddenly craved.

As if answering his thoughts, it was Leo’s voice that he heard on the answerphone.

‘Tom, it’s Leo.’ That almost made him smile – as if he wouldn’t recognise her voice. ‘I’m ringing to say that I’m going away for a few days. You’re obviously very busy, so I thought I’d take the opportunity to have some time to myself. I’ll ring you when I’m back.’

Tom leaned against the wall and gazed at the ceiling. Leo’s instinct to withdraw was nothing new to him, but for the first time in months he had to ask himself what he was doing with somebody who couldn’t promise to be there for him when he needed her support.

He remembered the passion, the fun, but most of all the unmistakeable love within Emma and Jack’s relationship, before his brother had been forced to end it. Even today he had seen it flash into Emma’s eyes when she thought Jack had been shot – after everything she had been through.

Had he ever had that with any woman?

Right now, he wanted somebody to hold him tight to ease the pain of his loss. But that wasn’t going to happen.
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One month later

Looking out of the kitchen window, Emma noticed all the new growth on the plants and trees. So much had been happening that she had failed to realise that spring was now well and truly with them. It was a bright, clear day outside, but she found herself wishing that the sky was dark, and that she would see a pair of eyes reflected in the window from a young girl standing behind her. Each time she turned round, she expected to see a child with straggly blonde hair wearing an oversized duffle coat. She would have welcomed her with open arms.

She should really sell this house and move; she knew that. But she was staying for Natasha. It was the only place that the girl knew, and to leave here would give her stepdaughter nowhere to return to, if ever she wanted to. She couldn’t bear the thought of Natasha’s life ending the way her friend Izzy’s had. Tom had confirmed that the girl found in the woods was Izzy. It seemed fairly certain that she had tried to kill herself with a massive dose of ketamine, stolen from Julie’s house. Apparently the girls regularly used ketamine to anaesthetise themselves a little before the men arrived. Even though Julie’s had been shut down, other places would no doubt open to fill the gap in the market, and the thought of Natasha ending up there sickened Emma to her stomach.

In the first few days after Ollie’s safe return Emma’s emotions had swung between irrepressible joy that her baby was safe and concern – for Tasha and for David. She sat by her husband’s hospital bed for three days, holding his hand, thinking of the happy times they had spent together over the last few years, wondering what the future would bring for them both. But he never spoke to her again. His injuries were too severe, and he died at the end of the third day. She hoped he had known that Ollie was safe; she had whispered it over and over in his ear, praying that David could hear her. She had lied about Tasha too, telling him that she was well and at home.

Emma was a realist, though, and she knew that – had David lived – she would never have spent another night in his bed. The fact that he had even contemplated putting his wife and daughter through a few hours of terrifying hell to get himself out of a hole kept hitting her, like a punch to the head. She would never have felt safe with him and would never have allowed Ollie to be left in his care. She was sorry he was dead, but her life with him had been over the minute she learned what he had done.

Emma was finding it really difficult to let Ollie out of her sight. She sat with him while he slept and had to stop herself from moving his cot into her bedroom. Just because fear ran through her each time she heard footsteps on the gravel path, she didn’t have to make her little boy feel like that.

Tom had been a source of strength, although she knew he was struggling with the knowledge that Jack was alive and out there somewhere. Just as she was.

‘I feel I should pack in my job and go and find him, Em,’ he’d said one day, sitting at her dining table. ‘But it’s not what he wants – I know that.’

He had seemed so sad since those dreadful few days. She knew he had a girlfriend; he had mentioned her briefly when she visited his house. But when she asked Tom if he would like to bring her round some time, he said, ‘Not at the moment,’ and she hadn’t been able to get anything more out of him.

Every night Emma went to sleep thinking of Jack and of what might have been. She relived the moment when he’d touched her, the feel of his body as it pressed against hers in the vault. She had been terrified, and yet there was a heat coming from him that communicated with her at some level. Even before she realised who he was, she had felt electricity fire through her. Then she had seen his eyes, and she was lost again.

Her nights were taken care of, checking on Ollie and dreaming of Jack. But there was something else that she and Ollie did, and would continue to do for as long as it took.

Each morning as they came downstairs, Emma had a quiet word with the portrait, still hanging in the hall.

‘I’m not giving up, Caroline,’ she said.

Then, most days of the week, Emma and Ollie took the car and drove into Manchester or Stockport – changing the times and the venues as often as they could.

Emma then found the most crowded place and put an upturned plastic box on the ground next to Ollie’s pushchair and climbed up on it. People always turned to stare, and that’s when she started shouting.

‘Tasha! Natasha Joseph! Come home, Tasha.’ Ollie joined in. ‘Tassa,’ he shouted.

She chose places that were busy with shoppers, thinking that small-time crooks – the kind of people that Tasha might know – would be out and about picking pockets, stealing mobiles. She stopped every child that was on the street when they should have been in school and showed them Natasha’s photograph. She took fresh sandwiches and cakes to give to the homeless – all they had to do in return was take the picture of Natasha and show it to as many people as possible. She printed thousands of posters, and gave handfuls to anybody who looked as if they might be living the same life as Natasha – or whatever she was calling herself now – asking them to find the girl in the photo and give her the poster.

More often than not, the posters would be dumped as soon as Emma had walked on – sometimes in a bin, but usually dropped indifferently onto the pavement. That was okay, because on the poster was more than just a photo of Natasha. There was a picture of a smiling Ollie with a message in a speech bubble, and the more posters floating around the windy alleyways, settling against greasy walls, lying in the dusty streets, the more chance that somehow it would reach its target and she would read the message.

Natasha Joseph – please come home to your family

Your baby brother misses you

***

Tasha’s story is continued in the novella NOWHERE CHILD. Click here to find out more.
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Prologue

It was raining when they came for me. I was staring out of my window watching fat raindrops flow down the glass, streaking across the reflection of my pale face. I was regretting the impetuous decisions I had made – even though at the time they had seemed right – and wondering what was going to happen next in my life.

When the knock came at the door, I didn’t even check who it was. I thought I knew. I thought I had been forgiven. I hurried to the door, pulling it wide, smiling to show my visitor how pleased I was to see him.

I knew instantly it wasn’t the person I had been expecting. I felt a surge of fear travel through my body as I tried to close the door, but it was too late. A second face appeared around the door – a face that matched the first in every detail. Two sets of identical features, their shiny cheeks almost cherubic as they reflected back the light from my hall.

I looked at the matching Chinese masks, and my legs nearly gave way beneath me. The plastic a smooth yellowish flesh tone, the eye sockets diamond-shaped, empty, revealing the glare of human pupils beneath.

I didn’t have time to scream. A gloved hand shot out and grabbed me round the throat, squeezing tighter and tighter until I was sure I would pass out. Why were they here? What could they want with me?

They spoke quietly, without the rough accent of local thugs that I was expecting. Somehow that made it worse. They were here for a purpose, and I had no idea what that was. They didn’t speak to me; they spoke to each other, as if I wasn’t even there. The urgency in their tone was at odds with the smiling faces of the masks, and every inch of my skin rose in prickles of terror.

I could see the first man’s teeth between the red lips of the mask. They were pressed together, the pale shape of his mouth wide and straight, as if the effort of choking me one-handed was too much for him. The two sets of lips – a human flesh pair within a solid plastic pair – made my blood freeze, but still I couldn’t take my eyes from the mask and the glimpse of the person I could see beneath.

The second man grabbed my arms and fixed them tightly behind me with something hard and cold that bit into my skin. And then came the gag - between my teeth, tearing into the corners of my mouth, the rough material chafing my flesh.

The two men spoke again, but their words blurred in my head and became little more than a buzzing sound.

I watched as the first man went into the hall. He was leaving us, pulling off his mask as he reached the front door. He didn’t know I’d seen him, reflected in the hall mirror. I realised that seeing his face, knowing I would recognise him again anywhere, could be the end for me. I looked down quickly, hoping neither man had caught my eyes, watching, recording the chiselled features and the slightly hooked nose, knowing my fear had imprinted every detail into my memory. It was a face I would never forget.

The second man turned to look at me, his mask firmly in place.

‘And now we wait,’ he said.
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Wednesday

The foyer of the eight-storey office block was flooded with bright light, which only served to emphasise the impenetrable blackness of the car park beyond. The receptionist had left for the night and Maggie Taylor waited inside the glass doors, peering out into the night. She glanced over her shoulder, watching in vain to see if the red light above the lift would change and begin to count down. Maybe the doors would slide open to reveal another late worker, someone who would be happy to walk with Maggie through the deserted car park – a vast empty stretch of dark tarmac leading into the distance, her lone car sitting waiting for her somewhere out of sight.

The weather warnings had provided the perfect excuse for people to leave early, though, and she was sure nobody would be coming to her rescue. She could kick herself for staying so late, knowing there was nothing that made her more anxious than a large empty building that seemed to echo with silence.

A sound behind her sent tiny spikes of fear up Maggie’s arms, and before she could turn she felt a hand low on her back. She spun round and let out a huge breath.

‘Jesus, Frank, don’t creep up on people like that. You scared the life out of me.’

The slight form of Frank Denman stood half a metre behind her, a guilty smile on his thin face.

‘Sorry Maggie,’ he said, looking down at his feet. ‘It’s these brothel creepers. I bought them for comfort, and of course they do make me look a couple of inches taller, but they barely make a sound on a solid floor.’

She couldn’t help but smile back at him. He had saved her skin once today and it wasn’t his fault she was as jumpy as hell. He was a quiet, easy man who never seemed at all fazed by the terrible people he sometimes had to come into contact with.

‘Why are you standing here?’ he asked. ‘Dreading the thought of the cold night air? I would have thought you would have been keen to get back to that man of yours you’re always going on about.’

‘Oh God, do I really talk about him that much?’ she said, pulling a face. ‘Sorry. How boring of me.’

Frank was one of the few people Maggie had got to know reasonably well since she had moved to Manchester seven weeks ago. As a defence lawyer, she had needed a psychologist on more than one occasion to help her understand the likely success of a plea of mental incompetence for one or other of her clients, and she and Frank had shared a few sandwich lunches. He was a great listener – no doubt an asset for a psychologist.

‘Let’s make a move, shall we. Or has our charming client today given you the heebie-jeebies?’

She didn’t want to admit even to Frank how their mutual client had unnerved her. It was her job to deal with people like him, for goodness sake. She just wasn’t used to criminals who stooped as low as this one had.

‘Come on,’ Frank said. ‘I’ll walk you to your car.’

He leaned forward and pulled the door open, and they stepped out into the silent car park.

‘“Out of the night that covers me, Black as the pit from pole to pole…”’ he said quietly as they inhaled the frigid air.

Maggie glanced at him as the door swung to behind them. She heard a soft click then a clunk as the locks dropped into place.

‘Sorry,’ Frank said with an embarrassed smile. ‘Just a line from a poem that sprang to mind.’

‘A cheery little number, if you don’t mind me saying so,’ Maggie said, nudging him gently with her elbow. ‘Anyway, I’m off now. You don’t need to walk me to my car, really you don’t. I’m being a bit pathetic. But it’s good to know you’ve got my back.’

Frank gave her a small bow. ‘That I have, my dear.’

Maggie laughed. She loved his occasional formality. ‘See you soon, no doubt,’ she added and with a small wave set off in the general direction of where she thought her car might be.

She turned up the collar of her coat, but once away from the shelter of the building it offered little protection from the sleet-like rain that assaulted the skin of her cheeks with hundreds of tiny, icy arrows. Turning her head to left and to right and with a quick glance over her shoulder to check there was nobody else about, she hurried towards her car, following the same path she had taken a dozen times without a moment’s concern. Tonight was different. Tonight she sensed the threat of the shadows, which seemed to circle her, growing ever closer. Even with Frank within shouting distance, she felt uncomfortable.

Her new Audi was parked about as far away as it could be from the bright lights of the office building, and as her eyes sought out its dark shape she remembered how she had smiled when told that the colour of her much-loved car was Phantom Black. Now it seemed more like an omen as it merged seamlessly into the moonless night.

Maggie pressed the remote, and the double yellow flashes of her indicator lights gave brief warmth to the monochrome scene. With relief she grabbed the door handle and pulled on it sharply. She jumped into the car, pressed down the central locking switch and leaned back hard against the headrest, breathing again, only to jolt forward and spin round, nervously scanning the rear seat.

‘Jesus,’ she muttered, turning back and thrusting the key into the ignition. Glancing in her rear-view mirror she could just make out the silhouette of Frank, still standing where she had left him. Bless him, she thought.

She knew her fears were irrational. But today she had met the devil himself and he had warned her – warned her of something but she had no idea what. She was an experienced defence lawyer, but the firm she had worked for in Suffolk, where they had lived until recently, dealt with the tamer end of the criminal spectrum and the villains had seemed so normal. She had longed to work on more complex cases, but with the exception of one or two infamous cases for which nobody had as yet been charged, serious crimes there were few and far between. This man today, though – Alf Horton – was the worst she had ever met.

‘I’m so pleased to meet you, Maggie,’ he had said, holding out his hand to shake hers. She had looked at the dry skin on his face and had known exactly how his hand was going to feel.

As she briefly touched his paper-like flesh in the obligatory handshake, thinking of the dead cells that would have been transferred to her own clammy fingers, Horton continued to speak.

‘I’ve heard all about you, and I’m so looking forward to getting to know you better.’

What could he know about her? She had fought to keep all expression from her face as she went through the process of asking the standard questions to begin to formulate his defence. Ten minutes into the interview, she was relieved to receive a call from the custody sergeant to say that Frank had arrived to begin his psychological assessment. He would be watching and listening from the adjoining room. As Maggie replaced the receiver, Alf leaned across the table towards her, discoloured teeth showing between dried, split lips, and she felt herself backing away as far as she could, so not even his breath could touch her.

‘Watch yourself out there, Maggie. Nowhere’s safe.’

Some days she wished with all her heart that she was a prosecutor and not a defence solicitor, because this man – this sadistic monster who had hurt so many people – had finally been caught red-handed, and was as guilty as sin. She wanted to see him locked up, preferably for life. That was not the way she was supposed to think, though.

Manoeuvring out of the car park and onto the busy wet streets of central Manchester, she kept seeing the eyes of her client, as flat and dark as twin disused railway tunnels, daring her to explore their chilling depths. She had calmly gone through the details of the numerous violent assaults he was charged with committing, every one against a frail, elderly lady, and she had seen his tongue whip out of his smiling mouth to wet his lips. He was reliving the torture and abuse, and his eyes momentarily glazed over before returning to their flat stare. Maggie had felt an almost unstoppable urge to jump out of her chair, pick it up and smash it over his head.

Perhaps she should have refused to take the case, but she had been so lucky to get this job with a top firm of solicitors. They were offering her the chance to become a partner, so against her better judgement she had smiled and agreed to represent Horton. She had had her share of clients who sickened her with lack of remorse for their crimes, but there was something about this man that made her flesh crawl.

And what had he meant when he said, ‘Nowhere’s safe’? The memory of his expression as he spoke those words was fixed in her mind, and as she drove through the city centre each passing pair of headlights appeared to project a holographic image of his face floating just beyond her windscreen.

Maggie pulled quickly off the road and into a bus bay, leaning forward to rest her head on the steering wheel.

‘Get a bloody grip,’ she said to herself. She reached up and pulled her long dark hair free from the doughnut holding it in place at the back of her head. Opening her bag, she threw the grips and bands in, hoping that the switch in appearance from criminal lawyer to wife and mother would restore some rational thought. She twisted the rear-view mirror and groped around in the bottom of her bag to find a lipstick.

Better, she thought as she looked at her full red lips.

There was a bang on her rear window. Maggie spun round, suddenly anxious about whether she had locked the doors. There was a laugh. A group of teenage boys stood on the pavement, preening themselves, pretending to put lipstick on and shake their hair, one making obscene gestures with his right hand. They weren’t even worth a look of disgust.

Maggie wrenched the mirror back into place and pulled back out into the road, focusing on nothing more than what Duncan might have cooked for their dinner that night.
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The roads were terrible. The sleet had quickly turned to snow, and as usual Manchester was ill-prepared. Maggie had seen a couple of cars slide into the kerb already, so knew she had to take it slowly, much as she was anxious to be home. Desperate for some normality in her day she spoke to the car’s Bluetooth connector.

‘Call home.’

She waited. Nobody picked up. Funny that. The children should have had their tea by now and be getting ready for bed. At least Lily should. Maybe it had snowed a lot more at home, and it would be just like Duncan to wrap them up warmly and go outside for a snowball fight. She decided to leave it five minutes and then try again.

In the nearly two months since they had moved to Manchester the children had settled into their new school, but Maggie was concerned about Duncan. As a couple they had decided long ago that Maggie should be the principal earner and Duncan the main carer for the children. It made sense. Duncan accepted that Maggie could bring in much more than he could earn as a plumber, and so now he only took jobs that he could finish in time to do the school run. Both he and the children had seemed to be thriving under this arrangement, and Maggie had to admit that it was wonderful to come home to a meal cooked for her. She made a point of taking over the cooking at the weekend to give Duncan a rest, and it worked.

Duncan had been surprisingly unenthusiastic about their move to Manchester, though. In her view there had been nothing much keeping them down south – except perhaps the weather, which without a doubt was better than the cold and wet of Manchester – and Duncan had seemed to finally recognise the sense of it. Maggie’s huge pay rise had probably helped, but still Duncan had seemed resigned rather than excited about the move and maybe it was time they had another chat about it. She wanted them to be as happy here as they had always been and for the last couple of weeks Duncan had definitely been quiet.

It was time to try calling them again. She waited and listened and was about to end the call again when the phone was answered. Thank God.

‘Hello. Josh Taylor speaking.’ Josh sounded as timid as he always did on the phone. Lily aged five had far more confidence than her older brother.

‘Hey, Joshy. I thought you’d all be outside having a snowball fight or something.’

‘No.’ That was her son. Monosyllabic.

‘I’m going to be a bit late, I’m afraid. The roads are awful because of the weather. Can you put Daddy on the phone, sweetheart?’

‘He’s gone out.’

‘What’s he doing? Clearing the drive?’

‘No. He’s gone out.’

Maggie took a deep breath. Sometimes her son’s lack of words could be frustrating.

‘Okay, love. Where is he exactly?’

‘I don’t know. He started to make the tea, but then he went out. In his van.’

Maggie screwed up her face in puzzlement.

‘So who’s there with you and Lily?’ Josh didn’t answer immediately. ‘Josh?’

‘Nobody. There’s just me and Lily.’

A jolt of shock fired through Maggie’s body. What did Josh mean?

Her limbs suddenly felt leaden, as if everything she was doing was in slow motion. ‘Daddy has gone out in his van? Are you sure, Josh?’

She heard a sigh from the other end of the phone and then as if a dam had burst, her son started to speak. ‘Yes, Mum. I told you. He was making our tea, and then he stopped. Me and Lily are starving. He’s been gone ages. He came into the sitting room to say goodbye.’

‘And what did he say?’ There was a loud blare of a car horn and Maggie realised that the traffic lights had changed to green.

‘He said he was sorry.’

Maggie’s head was spinning. She needed to get home. Her kids were in the house alone – an eight-year-old and a five-year-old in a dark old vicarage at the end of an unmade cul-de-sac. She didn’t know the neighbours – didn’t know their numbers – hadn’t bothered to invite people round yet. She had been so keen to get them all settled.

‘Josh, listen to me, sweetheart. Take the phone and go into the kitchen.’ She listened to her son’s faint footsteps. ‘Okay. Now pull a chair over to the door and stand on it. I want you to fasten the bolt at the top of the door. Do you know what I mean, baby?’

Logically, she knew there was nothing to panic about. She would be home in less than half an hour, and Josh was nothing if not sensible. But after today’s meeting and Alf Horton’s warning, all she could see was the black outline of her house against the night sky and a stranger approaching the door.

Striving to keep the tension from her voice, she spoke to Josh again.

‘How are you doing?’

She heard some grunts as he struggled with the door.

‘Okay. Done it.’

‘Right, Joshy, I need you to go to the front door and do a double turn on the lock there. Do you know what I mean?’

‘Course I do. Then you won’t be able to get in, Mum.’

‘That’s right, love, but when I get home you can look through the window and check it’s me, and you can undo the lock. Okay?’

She listened while he did as she had asked.

‘Now listen to me, Joshy. Whatever you do, don’t let anybody and I mean anybody – even if somebody says he’s a policeman – through that front door. Only me or Daddy when he comes back. Do you understand, darling?’

‘It’s not hard, Mum. Just you or Dad. Nobody else.’

‘I’ll be home as soon as I can, but I’m going to phone Auntie Suzy and ask her to talk to you until I get home – then you won’t feel so alone. Is Lily okay.’

‘Yes.’

Maggie breathed in and let it out slowly, keeping her tone level for her son. ‘Can you be a bit more specific, love. What’s she doing?’

‘Lying about two inches from the TV screen watching that stupid film. Again.’

It would take a bomb going off to dislodge Lily from the TV if she was watching Frozen. Trying desperately to stop the panic from spilling over and passing her fear to Josh she told him she was going to be as quick as she possibly could, but to wait for the call from Auntie Suzy.

Hurriedly disconnecting she called her sister.

‘Don’t ask me any questions, Suze. Please call Josh and keep him on the phone until I get home. Dunc’s not there for some reason. The kids are on their own. I know I’m being moronic, but until I’m back can you keep him talking? Please? I’d do it myself, but the signal drops in a few places on the way home.’ She knew Suzy would hear the panic she was no longer able to control and would do what she asked without question.

All Maggie wanted to do now was call Duncan. To ask him what the hell was going on. How could he leave his children alone in the house? What was he thinking? She didn’t know whether to be livid or terrified. Her worry about Duncan had to come second, though. In her mind all she could see was two heads – one a mop of dark curls, the other covered in wispy white-blonde waves. Two young children alone in that house, and she thought of all the things that could happen, that could go wrong.

Her voice trembling, she whispered ‘Call Duncan’ into her phone, almost afraid of what he would say. She heard the dialling tone. She heard the staccato tune made by the numbers. And then a long continuous tone.

Duncan’s phone had been disconnected.
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It had to have been the longest half-hour of Maggie’s entire life. She desperately wanted to slam her foot down hard on the accelerator, but knew that would be a mistake. The snow had settled on the main roads, and as she drove further north it was coming down more heavily with every minute that passed.

Her fear was tearing her in two. She focused on her worry about the children, but thoughts of Duncan kept slamming in, knocking her sideways. What on earth could have happened that would force him to leave the kids at home on their own? Where had he gone? As far as she knew, he hadn’t had much chance to get to know anybody locally. To be honest, he hadn’t seemed inclined to make the effort, so she had decided to give it a while before inviting people round. If he wanted time to get used to the idea of living here, she would give it to him.

Despite his initial reluctance, when Duncan realised how excited Maggie was by the challenge of defending criminals who had done more than the odd bit of burglary, he had smiled and said it would be fine. And then they had found the house and he had started to get excited. A Victorian vicarage, it needed a lot of work, and he had said he was looking forward to it.

It was dark down the end of the cul-de-sac, and one of Duncan’s first jobs in the spring was going to be to cut back some of the overgrown trees to let light in. The silence of the property that she loved so much when she was curled up with her husband and children in front of their wood burner didn’t have the same appeal when she thought of Josh and Lily alone there. The tall windows were single-glazed – another job on the soon-as-possible list - so easily broken; so easy for a grown man to climb through.

She was getting closer now, and she remembered the first time they had travelled along these roads with the children a few short weeks ago.

‘We’re nearly there, kids,’ Duncan had said, grinning at them in the rear-view mirror as Lily squirmed with excitement and Josh gazed out of the window taking in every detail. They had arrived at their rather decrepit home, but the children saw nothing of that as they raced across the bare wooden floors trying to decide who was having which bedroom. Duncan had even picked Maggie up and carried her over the threshold, as if they were newly-weds. She had loved it. But that was Duncan. From the day they met he had been attentive and romantic, and even after ten years of marriage every now and again he still surprised her. That day she had appreciated how lucky she was.

At last Maggie turned into their road and bumped her way along, unable to see the potholes in the unmade surface for the deep snow. She didn’t care. She could see the house ahead, every light blazing from the huge windows and was glad. Maybe Suzy had told Josh to switch them all on.

The car skidded to a halt at an angle on the drive and she jumped out. She had already kicked off her stupid power heels for fear of falling flat on her face on the slippery ground, and she ran barefoot through the snow to the front door. She opened the letter box and called through.

‘Josh, it’s Mummy. It’s okay now, darling. You can open the door.’

She waited, transferring her weight from frozen foot to frozen foot. Where was he? Why wasn’t he watching out for her?

‘Come on, Josh,’ she whispered, the cold now forgotten as she longed for some sign of life from within the house.

After what seemed like ten minutes she saw the sitting room curtain move slightly and Josh’s face, pale against his mop of dark curly hair, appeared in the gap, the phone pressed against his ear. He gave her a little wave. Thank God. It looked like he was okay, which meant they were both okay.

She saw him speak and nod, and then the curtain fell back into place. A minute later she heard the double lock turning. Finally the door opened.

More than anything, she had to keep calm. She had to try her best not to convey her confusion and panic to her son. She sometimes forgot how young he was because of his serious attitude to life – a total contrast to his fidgety, perpetually cheerful sister.

‘Hey Joshy. Well done, looking after Lily. She’s okay, is she?’

Josh nodded, staring at her feet. ‘Where are your shoes?’

She almost wanted to laugh. Trust Josh to notice that.

‘Is Auntie Suzy still on the phone?’ she asked.

Josh nodded, handed her the phone and sauntered off into the sitting room as if nothing unusual had happened.

‘Hi Suzy. Thank you so much for keeping him talking.’

‘What’s going on, Mags? Where’s Duncan?’

‘I can’t talk now. I’m sorry. I need to see to the kids, and I need to keep this line free in case Duncan tries to call. You know my mobile’s a bit flaky here. Look, I’ll call you later, or tomorrow. I don’t know what’s going on, Suze. I’m bloody furious with him. I know he wants to bring in some money, but if he’s left the kids to go and deal with a faulty boiler…’

She quickly thanked her sister said goodbye before she could give in to the desire to list all the things she might do to Duncan. The lack of any response from Duncan’s phone was nagging away at the back of Maggie’s mind, but in this weather that could be down to a poor signal from the local tower.

For now, her priority had to be her children. She pushed open the door to the sitting room. Josh was on the sofa, staring at the screen of his iPad mini. Lily was lying on her stomach far too close to the television, swinging her legs and banging her feet together in time to the music.

‘Mum, can we have something to eat, please? I’m starving, and Lily’s been moaning for ages.’

‘I have not, Joshy,’ Lily said without turning round. ‘That’s a fib.’

‘I’ll make you something in a minute, but first can you tell me what happened when Daddy went out?’

She could see that Josh was worried, and she felt bad for not doing a better job of protecting him. Lily ignored the question.

‘He was making our tea. Then he came in to say that he had to go. He went into the garage, probably to get some tools. I expect somebody’s got a burst pipe or something.’

That would have made perfect sense if it hadn’t meant he would be leaving the children alone in the house. Surely he wouldn’t do that for some stranger’s burst pipe?

Maggie sat down next to Josh and stared into thin air, trying to calm down. Duncan wouldn’t have done this without good reason. She was going to have to wait until he got home and stay calm.

As she pushed herself off the sofa to go and see what she could make for the children’s tea, Josh muttered something.

‘Sorry, Josh. What did you say?’ she asked.

‘I just wondered why he needed a posh bag to go out on a job.’

Maggie sat down again.

‘What do you mean?’

‘When I went to wave to him from the window he was carrying the bag you use when you go away for work.’ Josh shrugged.

Maggie felt her chest tighten and pushed down the fear that was rising through her chest. She knew which one Josh meant. And she knew Duncan would never use that to carry his tools. It was a weekend bag – brown leather.

Maggie leaned forward and gave her son a hug, which for once he reciprocated. She was struggling to hide the fact that something was terribly wrong, but he was a perceptive child.

‘Thanks, Josh. I’ll make you some food in a moment, but keep an eye on Lily for me, would you?’

Maggie left the room and raced upstairs to their bedroom, pulling open drawers at random. A few clothes were missing; his toothbrush and razor had gone from their en-suite bathroom too. She stood still and stared at the empty space where Duncan’s toiletries should be. She felt her throat tighten and her eyes flooded with tears.

Garage, she thought. Josh said he went to the garage.

She ran downstairs and out through the connecting door into the garage. Standing to one side against a breezeblock wall was a dark green metal cupboard, a cupboard that had been padlocked since the day she had met Duncan. Now both doors stood open, the padlock hanging loose. The cupboard was empty.

Duncan had gone.
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The evening briefing session for DI Becky Robinson’s team had been a miserable affair. She was glad they had caught the bastard who for the last few years had been terrorising elderly women, but she wished she could think of some way to protect such poor old souls so no one had to suffer horrors like these again. What if it were to happen to her own gran? Next chance she had, Becky was going to get herself back down to London for a few days and sort out how best to keep her safe. Not that her gran would take any notice. She believed everybody was inherently good, while Becky was increasingly of the opinion that people were inherently bad; it was just a matter of how well they controlled their badness.

Cynical bugger, she thought as she made her way back to the incident room. There was still work to be done on the case, of course. Alf Horton might be locked up now, but they had to make sure they had enough irrefutable evidence to put him well and truly away. One of her sergeants was managing the interviews with Horton and his solicitor, who was apparently a woman. How could she bring herself to represent a rat like him?

Passing her boss’s office as she made her way along the corridor, Becky glanced in through the open door. He seemed deep in thought and didn’t even look up as she walked by. Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas was her ideal boss in so many ways, although for a while last year – immediately after the Natasha Joseph case – Becky had been worried about him. He had seemed a lot chirpier for the last few months, though, and appeared almost back to his normal self. Anyway, whatever had ailed him was none of her business, although she wished he would realise that she was always there for him. Whatever he needed.

‘Becky!’

Tom may not have looked up as she passed his door, but obviously he had recognised her footsteps. She turned and peered around the door jamb.

‘Yes, boss?’

‘Come in a minute and sit down.’

Tom closed a thick buff folder and stuck it on top of a pile of about twenty similar files that looked perilously close to falling over. He sat back in his chair and smiled at Becky, giving her his full attention. She noticed that his dark blond hair had grown a little longer recently, and was touching the collar of his white shirt, the top button of which was undone. Becky picked up Tom’s discarded tie from the back of one of the visitors’ chairs, reached over and laid it gently on top of his black suit jacket, which was hanging over the only other chair.

‘Well done today,’ Tom said. ‘I know you got your man, but just give me the edited highlights of the evidence we’ve got against him.’

Becky pulled a face. ‘You really don’t want to know about this guy, Tom. Alf Horton is the lowest form of human life. To have committed the crimes he has I can only assume that he’s a true psychopath. There’s no sign of guilt at all, and his victims were probably all so trusting. Mind you, how anybody would trust him, I don’t know. He looks as if he’s never seen sunlight – you know, one of those pasty almost grey faces with lips that are too thin with spittle in the corners of his mouth.’

Tom seemed amused by her distaste. ‘Bloody hell, Becky – you’ve met worse than him before. Why’s he creeping you out?’

‘I can’t believe everything he’s done. The man lives with his elderly mother, for God’s sake, but she won’t hear a word against him. Says he’s an angel from heaven. He reminds me of Hannibal Lecter when he smiles at Clarice. I get the feeling he would like to jump over the desk and rip me apart with his teeth.’

Tom was still laughing at her expression when his phone rang. He gave her a smile of apology and picked it up.

‘Tom Douglas.’

There was a pause of several seconds and Tom frowned.

‘Sorry, Max, but I genuinely have no idea. I haven’t seen Leo for months. Why are you worried about her?’

Becky pretended to read the file she was holding, but couldn’t help listening when she heard Leo’s name mentioned. Becky had always thought Leo – or Leonora as she was more accurately called – would eventually move in with Tom, but in a rare moment of familiarity when Becky was waxing lyrical about her own love life Tom had mentioned that his relationship with Leo was over. He had never said why, but he had announced it with an air of such determination that Becky was certain Tom had been the one making the decision.

Becky could hear a deep voice at the other end of the phone, but couldn’t catch the words.

‘Do you want me to go round to her apartment?’ Tom asked. He paused again to listen to the caller.

‘Okay. Well if you change your mind, let me know. The neighbours know me and I’d be happy to go. But don’t you think it more likely she’s gone away and forgotten to tell anybody? You know how independent she is – she probably thinks nobody will miss her.’

After that the call was brought swiftly to an end and Tom raised his eyes briefly to the ceiling. ‘Bloody women.’

‘Problem?’ Becky asked.

Tom leaned back and rotated his pen between his fingers, a habit he had when thinking, or possibly when not wanting to look the other person in the eye.

‘That was Max Saunders. He’s married to Leo’s sister Ellie and was my neighbour in Cheshire until I sold the cottage a few months ago. According to Max, Leo didn’t turn up for their new baby’s christening last Sunday. Ellie was just angry with her to start with, but they’ve tried calling and she isn’t answering her mobile. Ellie’s worried now. Max will go round to her apartment if they can’t track her down in the next couple of days. If it was anything else, I would guess she’d gone off somewhere, not thinking anybody would care about her enough to wonder where she was. But surely she wouldn’t miss the christening?’

Becky saw a flash of irritation on Tom’s face and was desperate to ask him more questions, but her hopes of him confiding in her were dashed as he pointed to the file on her lap.

‘Where were we, Becky? You were going to tell me about your arrest, I think.’
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Tom’s session with Becky lasted no more than fifteen minutes as the Alf Horton case appeared to be cut and dried. Horton had refused to sign a confession, but he hadn’t denied anything either, and as a minimum they had the most recent crime, where he had been caught red-handed. It seemed Horton was likely to plead guilty and that made everybody’s life easier. There was still work to be done to give the CPS rock-solid evidence of the earlier crimes, though – the more cases, the longer the sentence. And this needed to be a long one.

Much as Tom preferred discussing an active enquiry rather than ploughing through the mountain of paperwork piled on his desk, he could see that Becky was itching to get on with pulling the case together. Either that or quizzing him about Leo.

Talking about his ex-girlfriend was difficult. He had cared deeply about her, but her fundamental lack of trust in men and the fact that she had constantly backed away from him whenever she had thought he was getting too serious had eventually become too much. He thought back to their last few weeks together. In so many ways they had appeared to be closer than ever, but the flashes of suspicion on her face whenever he had received an unexpected text or call, and her momentary silence whenever he said he was working late had started to rile him and put him permanently on edge. He had never given her any reason to distrust him, but he was a policeman, and that meant that sometimes he couldn’t tell her about every call, every case, every unexpected meeting.

She was beautiful, though. He loved her style, her obsession with only wearing black and white and the way she wore clothes that skimmed her figure, their ultra-soft fabrics moving with her, just giving a hint of the body that lay beneath – a body that had never failed to thrill him.

The crunch had finally come nearly a year ago. The kidnap case he had been working on was complex enough, but it had been so much more than that for him.

Tom fought to push the memories of that intense twenty-four-hour period from his mind – the revelations about the death of his brother, Jack, all those years ago and the ongoing consequences were something he rarely allowed himself to think about, at least during working hours. When the case was finally over Tom had needed somebody to talk to and he had wanted that person to be Leo, but mistaking Tom’s twenty-four-hour silence for an act of betrayal, Leo had taken herself away on holiday, out of touch, as if to punish Tom for a sin he didn’t know he had committed.

He had known then that there was no way back. He needed a woman who trusted him, and experience told him that, whatever their best intentions, people rarely change.

Tom realised that he had been staring at the same piece of paper for ten minutes while his mind wandered to Leo. Where the hell was she this time? Who had rattled her enough to cause her to rush off without telling anybody where she was going? Or had something happened to her – an accident in her apartment and nobody knew she was hurt?

He sighed and pushed the papers away. Visions of Leo sprawled on the floor, in pain, wouldn’t leave his mind.

‘Bugger,’ he said quietly as he grabbed his car keys from the desk. Max might have told him not to check up on Leo, but he knew he wasn’t going to be able to focus until he was sure she was okay.
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The snow was getting thicker now and starting to drift in the wind. As Maggie looked out of the bedroom window she could see the thick flakes swirling in the amber glow of the streetlights lining the deserted cul-de-sac. The room behind her was in darkness. She felt as if she had been standing there for hours – waiting, hoping, praying to see Duncan return in his pristine white van. It was only three hours since she had arrived home, but it felt like days.

She ached to hear his voice – hear him tell her that he was on his way home and whatever had happened was a mistake; hear him say that he loved her. Had he left her? Really? Without a word of explanation? She racked her brain trying to think of a single reason why he would do that.

His phone still appeared to be dead, although she had called it every ten minutes, and she was trying hard not to let the children realise that something was wrong. Lily was oblivious to it all, but Josh knew that his daddy shouldn’t have left him alone in the house to look after his young sister. He was a sensitive child, and Maggie knew he would be going over everything in his head. He had looked at her as if she held the answer, but she was no nearer to understanding what was happening than Josh.

Suzy had sent her a text asking for an update, and Maggie was ashamed of the fact that she had lied to her sister. Or avoided the truth. She had just put ‘All ok now. Speak tomorrow.’ She hadn’t wanted to get involved in a long discussion. She didn’t have any answers.

Maggie had been through Duncan’s wardrobe to see what was missing, but she wasn’t capable of working out if her husband taken enough for a night, for a week, or maybe for good. She stifled a sob at the thought.

A sharp gust of wind outside blew snow across the road and against the wall of the house. Whether Duncan was here or not, it seemed unlikely Maggie would be able to get the car out of the drive first thing in the morning, and for a moment she was relieved. The sick bastard she had been asked to defend would have to be passed on to somebody else. She could stay at home with the children, and wait for her husband to return.

Where are you, Duncan? I miss you.

Maggie’s limbs were tight with cold and lack of movement. She backed stiffly up to the bed, sitting down and wrapping the duvet round her shoulders. Her whole body started shaking, and she didn’t know if it was fear or the frigid air of her bedroom that was causing it. She didn’t want to leave her vigil at the window, though. She bit her bottom lip, trying to stop it from trembling. Crying wasn’t going to help. She had to think.

The cupboard in the garage was niggling her. What had he needed to take out of that cupboard, and why? It wasn’t his work tools. She knew that.

Ever since they moved in together, Duncan had kept the green cupboard locked. Initially Maggie had decided not to make an issue of it. He was entitled to his own space, and if she was honest there were things in her past she would rather he knew nothing about – such as her appalling choice of partner before Duncan. A married man with three children. She shuddered at the thought. She hadn’t lied about that terrible period in her life, but she hadn’t volunteered the information either.

After she and Duncan had been together for a while she had asked him for the key to the cupboard – she was clearing away some clutter – but he had refused to give it to her, saying he would do it himself. She hadn’t pushed it. She had always thought the cupboard might contain something to do with his mother because he had nothing of hers around the house – no photos or mementos – and yet she knew how much Duncan’s mother had meant to him. He had given up his studies at Leeds University to look after her when she was ill with cancer, and had nursed her while simultaneously training to be a plumber, a job he thought he might be able to combine with being her carer. Sadly she had died a couple of years before Maggie had met him.

Maggie heard a noise and turned her head.

Josh was standing at the door in his pyjamas.

‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’ she asked. Grasping the duvet in her hand, she held out her arm so that her son could snuggle in under it against her.

‘Why are you sitting in the dark, Mum?’

‘Just thinking.’ She tried to smile at him.

‘About Dad?’

Maggie didn’t want to lie to her son. ‘I’m wondering when he’s going to be home, Josh. That’s all. But don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll be back by the time you wake up in the morning.’

‘Is it my fault?’ Josh’s voice was as quiet as a whisper, as if he was afraid to say the words. Maggie pulled him tightly against her.

‘Of course not, sweetheart. Why on earth should it be your fault?’

‘Because of the message.’

‘What message? You never mentioned a message before.’ Maggie could hear the desperation in her voice and tried hard to soften it. Josh looked up at her, his little face a picture of confusion.

‘I’m sorry if I did something wrong, Mummy.’

‘I’m sure you’ve done nothing wrong, Josh, but you need to tell me properly what you mean.’

‘Dad’s phone was in the sitting room. I heard it beep, so I knew it was a message. I took the phone to him in the kitchen.’

‘Joshy,’ Maggie began, trying to choose her words carefully, ‘I know we’ve said it’s rude to read other people’s messages, but did you by any chance catch a glimpse of what it said?’

Josh looked at the floor for a moment, and when he looked up his cheeks were pink.

‘I didn’t read the words, Mummy. Honestly.’

Maggie knew there was a ‘but’ in there, and that she was going to have to wait for it. She smiled her encouragement.

‘When Daddy opened it, I was standing right next to him. There was a picture. I only looked at it because I thought it was you.’

A picture? Of me? Josh couldn’t mean that. He must have got it wrong.

‘It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m not cross with you. Tell me what you saw when you looked at the screen.’ She relaxed her hold slightly, certain that Josh would be able to feel the thumping of her heart, and turned to look at him.

‘A photo of a lady with red lipstick and long dark hair – spread out like yours sometimes is on the pillow.’

It sounded as if the woman, whoever she was, had to have been lying down. Why would Duncan get a picture of a woman lying down – a woman that looks like me? Is he having an affair? Has he left me for this woman? She felt a solid ball of despair settle deep inside her.

‘I thought you’d sent a selfie to dad,’ Josh said, ‘but I kind of knew it wasn’t you.’

‘What made you change your mind?’ she said, stroking his hair gently in an attempt to calm his anxiety.

‘They weren’t your eyes. The lady in the picture had eyes like that doll of Lily’s – the one Auntie Ceecee bought her.’

Maggie felt a chill. He didn’t need to say any more. Her aunt had bought a Victorian doll for Lily when she was three – a strange choice because Ceecee said the doll was too expensive to play with. So the doll, named Maud by Lily, had sat on a shelf in her bedroom, to be looked at but never touched. Then Lily had started to have nightmares.

‘What were you dreaming about, baby?’ Maggie had asked after she had brought a terrified Lily into bed with her and Duncan.

‘It’s Maud. She watches me.’

‘What do you mean, Lil?’ Duncan had asked. ‘She’s just a doll.’

‘Does that mean she’s dead, Daddy?’

‘No, sweetheart. Somebody made her, like we sometimes make things out of Play-Doh. She’s never been alive.’

‘Is that what people’s eyes look like if they’ve never been alive?’

The doll now lived in a cupboard, but Maggie knew exactly what Josh meant about the eyes.
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12 years ago – May 7th

Sonia Beecham almost didn’t recognise the eyes staring back at her in the mirror. They were still pale blue, of course, but the pupils were slightly dilated with excitement, and the eyelashes were tinted with grey mascara – an unusual indulgence, but she wanted to look her best because today was special. In fact Sonia thought it was her best day since starting at Manchester University six months previously. She had always found it difficult to make friends and the eagerness on her parents’ faces when she came home each night was painful to watch as they waited to hear whether she had met new people. She knew it was out of love for her, but they didn’t understand the pressure it put her under.

She was shy. Painfully, embarrassingly shy. If anybody spoke to her, she blushed bright red. It was an instant reaction, and one that made her turn away. Never in her wildest dreams could she imagine starting a conversation with anybody. She would rather stick her head in a vat of boiling oil, if the truth were known.

She had heard her parents talking once, a few years ago. They wanted to know what they had done wrong – why their daughter had grown up the way she had. So now she had that guilt to bear as well. If only she could make some friends so they would know they had done nothing – nothing, that is, except love her and shelter her from anything and everything that would be considered by most people to be a normal experience.

Now, though, things were changing. Her mum had been so concerned that she’d persuaded Sonia’s father to stump up for some counselling. Sonia had been horrified. The idea of sitting in a chair telling a complete stranger how embarrassed she was to open her mouth in company made her legs go weak. She had resisted for months, but after Christmas not only had her mum arranged the counselling sessions, she had insisted on going with Sonia for the first few meetings to be sure that Sonia was over her initial embarrassment and was happy to carry on alone.

Sonia had hated it to start with, but gradually her counsellor had given her some tools to help build her confidence. The best of these was the name of a website designed for people like her. She had heard of chat rooms but never been in one. Within a month she had realised that she had plenty to say as long as she could keep it anonymous and nobody could see her face. The best of it was, people wanted to listen. She didn’t have her own computer to access the site, but there were plenty she could use at the university, and that was better because nobody would know what she was doing. If she had had a personal computer at home her mother would forever have been looking over her shoulder.

What she hadn’t told a soul – because he had asked her not to – was that she had met somebody online who was as crippled with shyness as she was. He had told her he was surprised he could even type without stuttering, and that had made her laugh. That was his issue, the burden he had to bear. He couldn’t get a whole sentence out without this dreadful stammer halting him in his tracks. They had been talking online now for a couple of weeks, and he said that he thought he might possibly be able to speak to her. They had agreed that if she went red, or if he stuttered, it wouldn’t matter. They were both in the same boat. And tonight she was meeting him for the first time.

She had lied to her parents. She had never done that before, but Sonia had known what her mum would say: ‘Bring him home, first, love. Let me and your dad meet him – do it properly.’ Her mother didn’t seem to have any concept of how things were done now. Not that Sonia wanted to behave like some of the girls on campus but having to be vetted before he could even go for a drink with her was a sure way to frighten a man off – especially one as shy as Sam.

Sam was a good name. Solid-sounding, reassuring. He had said it wasn’t a good idea to meet anywhere too public. Having other people around was sure to make them clam up and not be natural with each other. So she was going to meet him in a little park just off the Bridgewater Canal towpath. He said it would be okay there, because there would be people on the other side of the canal at the cafés and bars, but nobody would be able to hear if they made complete fools of themselves.

Sam had even told her which tram to get and where to get off. She had followed his instructions to the letter. The walk along the canal was fine to start with. It was quite pretty, and she thought it was wonderful the way places like this were being brought back to life. But as she walked further on it all changed. There was a lot of redevelopment of old mills, their blank windows facing onto the canal. There were no cafés and bars. And no people.

Sonia hurried along the towpath, ducking to walk through a long, low tunnel. She was nearly at the meeting place. As she neared the end of the tunnel, a tall figure stepped out onto the path and for a moment Sonia felt a jolt of fear, but he gave her a little wave so she carried on walking. She knew who he was. He was taller than she expected, and as she got closer, she could see him smiling at her.

‘Hi, Sonia,’ he said. ‘I’m Sam.’

He didn’t stutter once.
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Tom usually enjoyed the experience of going back to somewhere he was once familiar with. The streets, the houses, the places that had once been important to him evoked distant memories that rushed at him, jumbled and incomplete but soothing in their ordinariness.

Driving to Leo’s didn’t give him the pleasurable buzz of a flashback to another time, though. Perhaps it was too soon. All he could remember now was his final visit this time last year – when he had told Leo that they had no future. He hadn’t been sure he could go through with it, and had hoped that somehow he would see a gentler side of her.

‘You must do what you must do, Tom,’ was all she had said, even though he could see how hurt she was. He had started towards her, wanting to pull her to him, but she had held her arms out in front of her, palms facing him.

‘No, we don’t need to touch. It was always going to end this way. I told you at the start.’

He had been so exasperated with her that he had turned on his heel and left. It shouldn’t have had to end that way. All she’d had to do was trust him.

Now here he was, pulling into the all-too-familiar visitors’ parking space of her apartment building and looking around. Nothing had changed. Not that he could see much. The heavy clouds that had been threatening snow all day were obscuring both moon and stars, and the white lights that lit the pathways around the old warehouse in which Leo’s apartment was situated didn’t shed much light above knee height.

Tom hadn’t meant it to be this late when he arrived, but no sooner had he picked up his car keys to drive here than he had received a summons to brief his boss on a current case. Still, even if Leo had been out during the day, she should be back by now.

He pushed open the car door against a gust of icy wind and pulled his jacket across his chest. There was still no snow here in the urban heat island of central Manchester, but he was well aware that in the outer reaches of his patch the roads would be treacherous.

Head down, Tom walked to the main entrance and pushed Leo’s buzzer.

Nothing.

He could try again, but it was bloody freezing, so he pressed the buzzer of one of Leo’s neighbours, an Italian girl called Daniela whom Tom had met on a few occasions.

‘Si. Chi è?’

Tom had forgotten that her spoken English was so poor, although she appeared to understand everything that was said. He hoped her boyfriend was with her to interpret if he wanted to ask her any questions.

‘Hi Daniela. It’s Tom – a friend of Leo’s. She’s not answering. Can you let me in, please?’

He heard some muttering in the background, none of which he understood, but then the door buzzed and clicked, and he was in. He decided to walk up the three floors to Leo’s door.

Daniela and her boyfriend were standing on the landing waiting for him.

‘Buona sera,’ Daniela said. That much Tom could understand. He nodded to the girl and her boyfriend, whose name he couldn’t remember for the life of him.

‘Buona sera. I’m so sorry to disturb your evening, but can I ask if you’ve seen Leo at all? Her sister’s worried about her because she didn’t turn up to a party on Sunday.’

Daniela frowned and turned to the boyfriend. Her voice rose, and she gabbled away in her own language, complete with hand signals that made no more sense to Tom than her words.

‘Daniela says she hasn’t seen Leo since Saturday, but her car’s still in its space,’ the boyfriend said.

It seemed to Tom that Daniela had said much more than that, and he couldn’t decide whether the fact that her car was in the underground garage was good news or bad. Was she ill in bed? Or had she gone away for a few days and maybe taken a taxi?

‘Do you mean her car hasn’t moved?’

Daniela clearly understood that and nodded. She started speaking again, and Tom waited for the interpretation.

‘Dani has knocked on the door a couple of times, but Leo hasn’t answered. We didn’t want to pester her. Leo’s a very private person.’

Tom kept his thoughts on that subject to himself. ‘Have you got a key, by any chance?’ he asked, still not sure what he should do.

Daniela nodded and rushed into her apartment, returning seconds later holding a key.

Tom felt uneasy. Going back into Leo’s apartment would have been difficult at the best of times, and he felt uncomfortable. What if she was ill and was simply nursing her sickness by herself? What if she had a man in there, and they had simply holed up for a week, switching their phones off?

‘Would you mind coming in with me, Daniela?’ Tom asked. Even though he couldn’t see Leo making a formal complaint about his visit, he wanted to cover himself. He turned the key and pushed the door open.

‘Leo? It’s Tom,’ he shouted. But he knew instantly that the apartment was empty. It had a dead feeling to it that only comes with houses that have been left vacant for a few days. There were no smells of food – not that cooking was Leo’s forte, but she had to eat – or coffee or even perfume. Tom was assailed by memories: walking into the apartment at the end of a long day, Leo coming to greet him, smiling; cooking her dinner while she sat on a counter stool and told him about her day; listening to music; lying entwined together on the sofa.

He took a deep breath and signalled Daniela to follow him. The boyfriend, who he now remembered was called Luca, waited at the door.

The apartment consisted of one huge combined sitting room, dining room and kitchen. It was neat and tidy with no sign of recent occupation. There were also a bedroom and bathroom. Certain now that the apartment was empty, Tom nevertheless knocked on the bedroom door and shouted Leo’s name. As expected, there was no answer. He turned the handle and stopped short in the doorway.

The room was a mess. Clothes were all over the bed; cupboard doors stood ajar and underwear was spilling out of open drawers. Leo was meticulous about her clothes. She loved silk and soft jersey, and everything had to be steamed to remove each and every crease. The steamer stood at the ready next to her wardrobe, yet all her beautiful clothes were heaped in piles on the bed, some even on the floor.

He moved over to the dressing table. Leo hadn’t worn much jewellery and only had a few simple silver pieces. They all appeared to be there, so this wasn’t a burglary. What the hell had happened? He felt a tightness in his chest. Had there been a fight here, and if so, where was she now?

Tom glanced into the bathroom, which was as orderly as ever. Only the bedroom was a tip. He walked over to the window and looked out at a view he had seen on so many occasions at this time of night. The lights of Manchester lit the sky. Was Leo out there somewhere close by? Or was she far away? He had no idea, but he couldn’t help feeling that something dark had happened within these four walls.

He turned back to the main room and walked over to the fridge. There was no milk, no vegetables – nothing fresh that would deteriorate in her absence. Did this mean she had left by choice, or that she had given up any pretence of looking after herself and decided to rely on black coffee and takeaway food?

He stood and stared at the empty shelves, thinking but coming up with nothing. He looked at the worktop, and something caught his eye. It looked like a rose petal, shrivelled and browning at the edges. He checked the bins to see if any flowers had recently been thrown away, but although there were empty packets and some coffee grounds, there were no flowers.

He turned back to the neighbour.

‘Thanks, Daniela,’ he said. ‘I think we’re done here. I’m going to phone Leo’s sister and let her know what we’ve found.’

With a frown and a typically expressive Italian shrug, she wished him a buona notte and went back to Luca, who was still hovering in the doorway. Tom could hear what he assumed was Daniela’s explanation of what they had found, and he gently closed the door. He pulled his phone out of his pocket to call Max. He didn’t know what he would say, but his gut was telling him that Leo had not gone away. She was missing.
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12 years ago – May 8th

If there was one thing that Tom hated, it was a missing persons case. The devastating thought that it was bound to end badly seemed to be uppermost in everybody’s mind. The family or friends who had reported their loved ones missing were inevitably terrified, and Tom never knew how to offer them comfort. In the early stages of an investigation he probably had no more information than they did, and for a policeman that wasn’t a good place to be.

Although it was only late afternoon he knew that unless the missing girl turned up in the next couple of hours – and he hoped for everybody’s sake that she did – tonight was likely to be a late one and he would have to cancel his plans. It was supposed to be one of his Jack nights – the occasional evenings when Tom and his brother Jack had a few hours to themselves, drinking beer, listening to and arguing about music.

He needed his evenings with Jack. He needed to think and talk about something other than the job, something other than his wife, Kate. An evening with Jack would take his mind off the struggle he was having with his current boss and the doubts about his marriage. Things were up and down between him and Kate all the time, and Tom never knew where he was. She hated Tom’s job, and he could understand that. Just like tonight, he couldn’t always be relied on to be home at a set time, and he knew she wanted him to change careers to something more lucrative with better hours.

But Tom loved being a detective – except at this precise moment, when he wished he could be somewhere else, doing a different job. A middle-aged couple had reported their nineteen-year-old daughter missing and somehow Tom had to penetrate the wall of fear they were trapped behind to uncover details of their missing child. He wasn’t looking forward to it.

Sonia Beecham was a student at Manchester University and apparently she was the perfect daughter, still living happily with her parents. Last night she hadn’t come home. She’d said she had a late lecture, and when she wasn’t back by the time her parents went to bed they assumed she had gone for a drink with some of the other students; unusual for Sonia, but they had been pleased she was making more of an effort to make friends.

According to the PC who had been despatched to talk to them, the parents always left the landing light on when their daughter was out late, and she always turned it off when she got in, so if they woke up, they would know she was home. The light wasn’t turned off last night.

‘I don’t think this is a case of a kid forgetting to let her parents know she was staying out, or meeting some guy and going home with him, sir,’ the PC had said when Tom had spoken to him. ‘It doesn’t fit with everything they say about her. They may be delusional, but I think we need to take it seriously.’

As Tom pulled up outside the family home, his radio buzzed.

‘You’re not in the house yet, are you Douglas?’ It was the brash, abrasive voice of Tom’s boss, Detective Chief Inspector Victor Elliott.

‘No. I was about to get out of the car.’

‘Well don’t. Get your arse down to Pomona Island. We’ve got a body, and it’s a girl.’
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The warm spring sunshine gave Pomona Island the feeling of a lost slice of paradise. It was hard to believe that this slice of land bordered by the Bridgewater Canal and the River Irwell was just a few minutes’ walk from the centre of Manchester. Wild and uncared for as it was, the late spring flowers were bursting through the scrubland, and even last year’s dead buddleia plumes had their own beauty when backlit by the sun’s dying rays. The air was buzzing with the sounds and sights of insects: crickets and grasshoppers, bees and butterflies, all somehow indifferent to the proximity of the busy city.

But there was nothing beautiful about the crime that had brought Tom to this wasteland. DCI Elliott had told him the body of a young woman – little more than a girl – had been discovered by a dog walker that afternoon, and as Tom made his way along the path he felt a wave of sadness for the Beecham family. It was no use hoping this wasn’t Sonia. If the victim wasn’t the Beechams’ child, she was certainly somebody’s.

In the distance Tom could just make out the top of the tent that would be protecting the body and preserving evidence, but before approaching the scene of crime team who were waiting for him, Tom stopped and looked around. He had lived his whole life in Manchester and had never been aware of this sliver of wasteland. Pomona Docks had once been part of the thriving port of Manchester, and old tyres still hung down the quaysides to protect the ships as they pulled into the wharves. But now there wasn’t a boat in sight.

Tom started off again, walking slowly along a well-made path between the scrubland and the water. A strong metal fence along the water’s edge looked to be in good condition, and large lamps stood tall at regular intervals. Tom wondered if these were still in working order, but he somehow doubted it.

He looked back the way he had come. He had already been told that, based on the lack of blood in the vicinity of the body, it seemed unlikely the victim had been killed here; it was probable that she had been brought here after death.

Why walk so far in, probably the best part of half a mile, and yet still make no attempt to hide the body? Why not tip her over the fence and into the water, or carry her to the back wall where the arches were? But she had been left right by the path, as if waiting to be found.

Tom made his way towards the tent, following the designated route to the crime scene. Donning protective clothing, he lifted the flap of the tent and went inside, muttering a subdued greeting to the SOCO team.

The girl was facing him. Dressed in blue cut-off jeans, flip-flops and a T-shirt, her blonde shoulder length hair looked newly washed and shiny, and she was wearing hardly any makeup. Sitting propped against the stump of an old tree, she looked like an innocent child hoping to catch a few rays of sunshine.

There was one thing marring the picture. The girl’s neck had been slashed from ear to ear, and her eyes were open and glassy, staring at nothing.
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Leaving the tent to give the newly arrived forensic pathologist a bit more room, Tom walked outside the perimeter of the crime scene and took a good look around. Across the wide stretch of water where the River Irwell and the Manchester Ship Canal became one he could see buildings, but they seemed mainly to be warehouses with their backs towards the water and not a window in sight. There was evidence of some new building further along – probably apartments or offices overlooking the water – but they were too far away for anybody to have seen anything, particularly given the dense undergrowth.

He turned to look the other way, back towards Manchester. In the distance he could see tall buildings and a skyline punctuated by cranes as the last of the redevelopment following the 1996 IRA bombing was completed. The new Metrolink tramline was barely visible through the trees, but Tom remembered reading that in the three years that the line had been open Pomona station had been the least used on the whole of the tram system so he didn’t hold out much hope there. A smaller canal and a railway line separated Pomona from a number of old mill buildings, but although some seemed to be in the process of being renovated, there was little sign of activity at this time of day. At night he imagined the area would be deserted.

Tom pushed his hands into his trouser pockets and allowed ideas and impressions of the area to flow freely though his mind, hoping for some insight into how or why the girl had been brought here. He was in no doubt who the victim was. She fitted the description of the missing girl perfectly, although of course there would have to be a formal identification. Somebody was going to have to inform the parents, and he was sure his boss would nominate him for that task.

‘You’re good at it, Douglas,’ he would say. ‘You’ve got the kind of face that people trust.’

It was just about the only compliment he ever got from Victor Elliott, and only then because the DCI knew it was an awful thing to have to do.

There was no doubt at all what had killed the girl – her slit throat said it all – and yet there was no blood at the scene. Only her blood-soaked clothes bore witness to the violence with which she had been murdered. So the victim had to have been carried or transported by some means or another, exactly as the SOCOs first thought.

‘You can’t get a car onto Pomona Island unless you have a key to the double gates at the end,’ Carl, the head of the team, said. ‘They could have been left open, I suppose, but it’s unlikely. It’s a long way to walk with a body over your shoulder – I wouldn’t want to try it – so we’re wondering about a wheelbarrow or something like that. We’re checking it out.’ He nodded towards two of his team, on their hands and knees in their white suits, fingertip-searching the area for traces of footprints or tyre tracks. ‘It’s been dry for a while now, so we’re not holding out too much hope.’

A shout came from inside the tent.

‘Inspector Douglas, you might want to see this.’

Tom made his way back into the tent and crouched down next to the forensic pathologist.

‘I noticed that there was a flap cut in her jeans at the top of the left leg. I wasn’t going to remove her clothing of course until we got her onto my table, but I saw this and decided to take a look. Come here – lean over to your right, her left.’

The pathologist reached out and pulled back a flap of fabric about ten centimetres square. Etched into the top of the girl’s thigh were three straight horizontal lines.
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Thursday

As yet another train rumbled out of Manchester Victoria station, Becky buried her head deep beneath the duvet.

‘Hmm, this is interesting,’ Mark mumbled, stirring from sleep and turning on his side towards her. ‘Feel free to continue.’ He reached an arm towards her to stroke her hair.

Becky pulled the duvet back so that her face was visible.

‘Very funny – and no such luck, mate. I’m trying to block out the incessant racket of trains. It’s not even six in the morning yet. Why can’t they wait until some sensible time? And why the hell did you have to buy the closest flat to the station, Mark? Nobody in their right mind would do that.’ She pulled a pillow dramatically over her head, but it didn’t cut out much sound.

‘It may come as a surprise to you, given that I’m a British Transport Policeman and all that, but I actually like trains. I love to be able to hear them. For some people it’s the sea swooshing up on a pebble beach, for me it’s trains leaving the station, wondering where all those people are going.’

‘Don’t they make timetables to solve that little conundrum?’

‘Ha ha. It’s more than the destination. I look at people waiting for trains, and I think about why they’re going. Are they going towards something or away from something?’

‘That’s a very romantic notion for a big burly policeman.’ Becky giggled at the understatement of her description. With his massive shoulders and broken nose, Mark looked like a rugby player who had been involved in a few too many collapsed scrums.

‘What?’ Mark feigned puzzlement. ‘Oh, I get it. You think I mean people, relationships, that sort of crap. Don’t be daft, Bex. I’m talking about the shady characters who are probably off to commit some evil crime, or escape from one. Romance doesn’t come into it.’

Becky pushed a cold hand under the covers and wrapped it round his warm back. ‘No? Not keen on romance then?’ she murmured innocently as she pulled him closer.

‘Ouch – your hands are like blocks of ice. Give them to me and I’ll warm them up for you.’

Becky laughed and pulled one arm back out from under the covers, waving it around in the air. ‘Just getting it nice and cold for you.’ She pushed him onto his back and rolled on top of him, pinning his arms above him on the pillow. ‘I like to torture you.’

She was no match for Mark of course, and in the ensuing tussle and laughter she nearly missed the buzzing of her phone.

‘Bollocks,’ she said softly as she reached out to pull it from the bedside table. She loved her job, but right now she didn’t want to leave this bed.

‘Becky Robinson.’ Becky listened as she heard the voice of the duty sergeant rumbling down the line.

‘Becky, sorry to wake you, love, but we’ve got a body, and as you’re duty SIO it’s all yours. Discovered under a bridge down by the canal – an adult female, that’s all we know for now. Sounds like you’ll be wanting to call DCI Douglas in. There’s not much to go on yet, cos other than checking life extinct the uniform has just cordoned off the scene to wait for you. But my guess is that this one’s going to be above your pay grade.’

She suspected the sergeant was right. If it was murder, she would have to call Tom in, but she would go and check it out first.

‘Jumbo and his team are on their way, so you’ve got the best.’

Becky grabbed a pen and paper to jot down the details of the location, ended the call and swung her legs out of the bed.

‘No good me trying to persuade you to come back to bed for ten minutes, I don’t suppose? From what I could hear, your man’s dead already so a few minutes wouldn’t matter.’ Mark was crawling across the bed towards her.

‘It’s not a man. It’s a woman, and if I thought for even a moment that was a serious comment, Mark Heywood, you wouldn’t see me for dust.’ She leaned back against his warm chest for a moment. ‘Make me a coffee to take with me while I have a quick shower – there’s a love.’

Becky knew that joking was one way of dealing with what they had to do. Most people thought that Mark’s job for BTP was an easy one – patrolling railways stations and controlling the rabble. But who did they think dealt with the hideousness of the bodies of people who threw themselves in front of trains? That had only happened once since she had been with Mark, but she could remember now his almost manic humour for two or three days after the event. He would understand more than anybody the adrenaline that would flow through her as she raced to get to the scene. It sounded as if it was a suspicious death, and the sooner she got there, the sooner she could help catch whichever bastard had caused somebody else to die.

She turned the water up as hot as she could stand it, and scrubbed the pleasure of the past few hours from her body.
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A chill wind was causing ripples on the oily surface of the murky water as Becky picked her way along the canal towpath towards the uninviting black entrance to the tunnel ahead. The full force of the cold air struck her face, whistling past her ears, and she breathed in a smell unique to canals, a smell that suggested decaying matter of God knows what origin in its depths.

She stared at the dark mouth of the long tunnel. Even with a uniformed officer standing guard at its entrance she had no wish to enter with little more than a torch to light her way, but just as she was mentally preparing herself to step into the void, a bright light came on ahead, deep in the shadowy depths. The forensic guys must have beaten her to it, and Becky breathed again.

Silently admonishing herself for being such a wimp, she gave her name to the policeman, whose face was mottled pink with the cold, pulled on a protective suit and stepped carefully onto the metal plates of the approach path laid to preserve any evidence close to the body. A train thundered overhead as it sped out of Piccadilly station, drowning out the sound of the water gently lapping against the canal bank. Becky shuddered; she’d had her fill of train sound effects for one day.

The bulk of Jumoke Osoba, head of the crime scene team and better known as Jumbo, was always reassuring, and Becky could see him ahead, his wide silhouette backlit by the pale light of the distant exit of the tunnel. Jumbo loved a crime scene but was the first to admit that he preferred those that didn’t contain dead bodies. As Becky got closer, he glanced towards her, and she caught a glimpse of pearly teeth in a jet-black face – a face that would have blended into the background were it not for his wide smile – albeit less exuberant than usual – and the creamy white of his eyes.

‘Tom not with you today, Becky?’ Jumbo asked.

‘Not yet. Technically he’s not on duty for another couple of hours, but if it’s a murder I’m going to have to call him. Let’s see first, though. If it’s a suicide, I can leave him in peace for a bit longer.’

Becky switched her attention from Jumbo to the scene in the tunnel, illuminated by dazzling arc lights as if they were about to shoot a movie. She took in the damp walls covered in some kind of green slime that could have been moss or algae – she didn’t know which – but her eyes were drawn like magnets to the young woman sitting upright, her back pressed against the cold damp brickwork, her head lolling forward, long dark hair obscuring her features. Her legs were spread wide and straight, holding her in place, but she was fully dressed right down to a pair of ankle boots with chunky three-inch heels poking out from under her black jeans. She had no coat on, though, just a black and white patterned shirt.

Why did this girl have to die? On the face of it, it wasn’t a sexually motivated crime, although it was a mistake to make assumptions. Why kill her here and not tip the body into the water? Becky knew that this stretch of canal had turned up more than its fair share of bodies in the recent past, so why hadn’t this one been pushed in too? The chances of her being found would have been much lower. Perhaps the killer wanted her to be discovered.

Becky crouched down and inspected the area immediately around the body. There was no sign of a handbag or purse of any kind.

‘Did you check her pockets for any ID, Jumbo?’

‘As far as I could without disturbing her. I couldn’t find anything, but there may be something in the back pocket of her jeans; we’ll check as soon as we can move her.

‘I know it’s not your job, but any idea how long she’s been dead?’

‘From experience I would guess at least ten to twelve hours, but don’t quote me on that until the doc’s done his stuff. She was found at five this morning by a jogger, poor bugger.’

Becky crouched down in front of the dead woman. She couldn’t see her face, but she could see from the long slender legs that she was tall with a slim build. Her geometrically patterned shirt was buttoned to the top, and her clothing didn’t appear to have been disturbed.

‘She couldn’t have been here all that time, though, could she? While I don’t see why anybody in their right mind would walk through this tunnel in the dark, we know people do. So I don’t see how she can have been here since six o’clock last night without being found before now, do you?’

‘No – I think she was brought here and dumped. The ground’s quite soft along here, and I’ve had a preliminary look. There’s lots more work to be done, but at first glance I can’t see any sign that those heels have been anywhere near the mud.’

‘I’d better phone Tom, I suppose. Not much chance this is a suicide, is there?’

Jumbo knelt on one of the plates and Becky heard his knees creak. He was a heavy man to be doing all this crawling around, but she wouldn’t be without him now.

‘None at all,’ he said as he lifted the hair slightly from the side of the girl’s face.

Becky saw it straight away. A dark red line around her neck. She’d been strangled.

As Jumbo dropped her hair, a gust of wind lifted some strands from around the girl’s mouth, and Becky got a glimpse of dark red lipstick. Suddenly her stomach felt as if it had been hollowed out and she thought she was going to vomit.

‘Becky? What is it, kid? You’ve seen worse than this.’

Becky swallowed hard. ‘Do you think you could lift her hair off her face for me? I need to see her properly.’

‘Do you know her?’

‘I don’t know. I hope not.’ She silently offered up a prayer.

Jumbo put one massive arm around Becky and signalled one of his team to help, quietly giving instructions. The technician knelt down on the other side of Jumbo and with one hand lifted the hair away from her face, raising the chin slightly with his other hand so the girl’s features could be seen.

Becky stared at a face she had never seen in the flesh before, but one she hadn’t been able to resist checking out on social media. She could feel Jumbo’s eyes on her but couldn’t speak. The seconds ticked by, and still she felt unable to move or respond to Jumbo’s unspoken question. All she could think about was Tom.

Finally Jumbo nodded to the technician, who settled the girl back in position and let her hair drop forward. ‘Come on, Becky – let’s get you out of here.’

Dazed, Becky allowed herself to be led carefully to the mouth of the tunnel, not letting go of Jumbo for a moment until they emerged into the cold harsh light of the winter morning.

‘Who is it, Becky?’

She didn’t want to say the words out loud. That would make it real, and she felt a sudden urge to rush back into the tunnel and shine her torch into the young woman’s face again and see a different set of features. Maybe she had imagined it because of the phone call yesterday.

But she hadn’t.

‘I’m pretty sure it’s Leonora Harris.’

She heard an intake of breath from Jumbo. ‘What, Tom’s ex?’

Becky stared into the distance at nothing in particular, wishing she was anywhere else but here.

‘Tom had a call last night from Leo’s brother-in-law to say she was missing,’ Becky said quietly. She raised her eyes to Jumbo’s and saw the sympathy in his gaze. He knew what she was thinking. How the hell am I going to tell Tom?
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What am I going to tell the children? The thought hit Maggie as the sky outside the open bedroom curtains lightened. Morning was here – a morning without Duncan. How could she know what to say when she didn’t know what to think? She felt sick with the fear that she had lost him.

On any other Thursday Maggie would have been up by now, showered and dressed in a smart suit with every hair in place, mentally preparing for the day ahead as Duncan saw to the children’s breakfasts and smiled at her over his second cup of coffee. This morning, as she lay in bed, Josh snuggled against her side, it felt more like a Saturday and she could almost believe that any minute now Duncan would appear with a cup of tea for her, telling Josh to budge over as he climbed back into bed, pretending to squash the boy against his mummy, waiting until Lily – who had always been such a brilliant sleeper – heard them. She would come racing in, full of early-morning giggles.

But Josh hadn’t crept in first thing in the morning while his daddy was downstairs; he had crept in hours ago in the middle of the night, and she had quietly held him tight while he trembled and tried not to cry, her own tears falling silently onto the pillow above his head. Josh knew something was wrong, and whatever she said, he still seemed convinced that it was his fault.

Until her son appeared, Maggie hadn’t even considered going to bed; the sheets would feel cold and empty without Duncan by her side. But Josh needed some sense of normality, so she had climbed under the duvet with him and had lain awake all night, the curtains open, hoping and praying that beams from a pair of headlights bouncing off the walls of her room would signal the return of her husband.

Who was the girl in the picture? Duncan had to be having an affair. The thought pierced Maggie and she bit her lip to stop herself from sobbing out loud. The only thing that made any sense was that the woman in the photo must have sent it to him – to entice him away. Perhaps she had begged him to go to her.

Who was she? Duncan had been quiet for a couple of weeks, but Maggie hadn’t pushed him. She knew how he hated to be analysed, so she had let him be, trying to be extra loving towards him.

She glanced at the clock. It was after eight now, and still no word. She had stopped trying his mobile. It was a waste of time.

Maggie decided to let Josh sleep as long as possible and use the time to try to pull her thoughts together, to think through every small thing she knew about Duncan and try to work out what could have made him leave without a word of goodbye to her.

They had met at a friend’s party. Duncan had been twenty-two and Maggie almost two years older, but she had instantly felt a strong attraction to him physically, and he was so charming and thoughtful.

He wasn’t especially tall at about five foot ten, nor was he ripped with muscles. But he had shoulders that she felt she could rest her head on, regular features and an air of vulnerability that intrigued her. He treated her with respect, and after her previous relationship that alone was a bonus. The fact that he had nursed his mother through the last years of cancer spoke volumes about his character, and Maggie had always wondered if he regretted giving up his degree course.

‘I don’t mind being a plumber,’ he had said. ‘I’m my own boss. I can work or not work, as I please.’

She had no argument with that, and in those early days when he had bombarded her with gifts of flowers, chocolates and bottles of her favourite wine she thought she was the luckiest girl alive. Sadly, Suzy hadn’t seen it in the same way. The two sisters had always been close, but after the death of their father and their mother’s second marriage and relocation to New Zealand, they had depended on each other for support. Suzy had initially been unsure of Duncan.

‘Why is he love-bombing you?’ she had asked. ‘It’s not normal.’

Suzy’s doubts about Duncan had made Maggie less inclined to confide in her during the occasional periods when Duncan was more withdrawn. But those times never lasted long and Maggie had learned to be patient and wait for him to get back to normal. She was certain he was thinking of his mother and how much he missed her.

As Maggie shifted a pillow into a more comfortable position she felt Josh move against her. He was starting to wake up, and she gently stroked his hair, knowing this would settle him just as it had always settled his daddy. There was no need for him to wake up to his unhappiness. She hoped he would sleep for a little longer. He wouldn’t be going to school today; the snow had settled thickly and driving was impossible.

But lying here going round and round in circles wasn’t doing Maggie any good. Her stomach was knotted with stress, and she had to move – to do something, anything, to release the tension gripping her.

Gently extracting her hand from underneath Josh’s head, she slid from the bed. She grabbed a fleece from a drawer, pulled it on over her pyjamas and made her way quietly downstairs.

Why? she wanted to scream. They had been a happy couple – or at least that’s what she had believed – until yesterday. Where was he? What had she done wrong? Why had he stopped loving her? What had happened between her leaving the house that morning and Duncan walking out? He had actually been in the process of making the children’s tea so surely that meant it couldn’t have been planned? Had he just snapped?

Whatever questions she asked herself, she had no answers.

She tried to think through everything Josh had told her, to see if there was a clue. Duncan had read the message and seen the photo that Josh thought was his mummy. Then he had gone out to the garage, and it seemed he had emptied his private cupboard.

Maggie dashed into the garage, desperate to see if she had missed anything. It all looked exactly as it had the night before. The only difference this morning was the bright white light of a snowy landscape creeping in through the side windows, lighting up the empty shelves of the cupboard. It would have been dark when Duncan left the night before, with only the overhead bulb of the garage to reveal the contents. Perhaps he had missed something.

Maggie crouched down and peered inside.

Nothing.

The green metal cupboard was worktop high, and she could see one empty shelf. She bent low and pushed her hands to the back of the space below the shelf, a place even the pale light from the window couldn’t illuminate. But there was nothing. The cupboard was well and truly empty.

As she withdrew her hand she felt a sharp pain. Pulling her arm free, she saw a thin trickle of blood on the back of her hand and felt inside the cupboard to see what had scratched her. If it was rusty, she might need a tetanus jab. All she could feel was some jagged metal where the shelf had been damaged underneath. But something was attached to the metal, and she gently drew it off.

It was a piece of paper, and Maggie nearly cried with disappointment when she saw it. Clearly the header of a page from some newspaper or other, all it gave was the date; there was no other indication of why he might have kept it. She couldn’t even see which newspaper it was as only some black marks – the tips of a few letters from the masthead – were showing. They meant nothing.

16th November, 2003.

It was the only thing she could read. There was nothing else at all. It was no use to her. It might not even be Duncan’s, or it might have been wrapped around something. She would probably never know.

One thing she did know, though. She was going to have to call the office and let them know she wasn’t going to be in today. She wouldn’t be popular. Some other poor devil would have to take over the interviews with Alf Horton. But it couldn’t be helped. She couldn’t get the car out of the drive for the snow, and she needed to be here in case Duncan came home. No. When Duncan came home.
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The phone was answered on the second ring. Becky had been hoping for more time to gear herself up for what lay ahead, but she should have known Philippa Stanley would pick up immediately. She probably had a rule that no phone should ring more than three times.

‘Detective Superintendent Stanley speaking.’

‘Ma’am, it’s Becky Robinson here. I’m sorry to disturb you, but we’ve got a situation and I need your guidance.’

‘Can DCI Douglas not help?’

‘Sorry, ma’am, but he’s part of the problem.’

She shouldn’t have said it like that. Why did this woman always make Becky talk gibberish?

‘I mean, I don’t know whether I should be talking to him about this or not.’ Becky heard her own voice wobble slightly.

‘I suggest you tell me, and then we’ll work it out together, shall we?’ Philippa’s brisk tones made it sound more like a threat than a promise of assistance.

‘I was called out this morning to attend a suspicious death. Jumbo – I mean Dr Osoba – is here with me. The body is that of a young woman in her mid-thirties.’ Becky could almost hear Philippa tapping her fingers on the desk, wondering when she was going to get to the point, but to give her credit she remained silent, waiting for Becky to finish.

‘The thing is, ma’am, I think the girl is somebody DCI Douglas knows. So I don’t think he should come here, and I don’t know if I should tell him who I believe it is.’

‘Well, we should definitely prevent him from attending the scene, and he’ll understand that. I’ll have a word with him and apprise him of the situation. He’ll probably call you to ask for more details – is that okay with you?’

Becky held her breath for a second before letting it out slowly, shakily.

‘The thing is, I think it’s his ex-girlfriend. They were close once, and I don’t know how he’ll take it.’

There was a moment’s silence at the other end of the phone.

‘Ah. That’s not going to be easy, is it? Have you met this woman, DI Robinson?’

‘No, ma’am. But I was in DCI Douglas’s office yesterday when the woman’s brother-in-law called to say she was missing.’

‘Just because you know somebody’s missing and a dead woman of the right age turns up, you shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Why have you made this assumption if you never met his ex-girlfriend?’

‘I’ve seen a photo of her. I’ve seen several, in fact.’

There was a moment’s hesitation on the other end of the line.

‘Okay. I suggest you leave it with me, Becky. I’ll tell Tom.’ Sometimes the uber-efficient Superintendent Stanley surprised Becky. Tom always said there was a pussycat lurking beneath the tiger stripes, and Becky was relieved not to have to be the one to break the terrible news.

‘Thank you, ma’am.’

‘Give me her name so I can be straight with him, and we’ll take it from there. I’m assuming this is murder?’

‘We think so. Her name is Leonora Harris.’

‘In that case, I’ll come out myself as acting SIO. Would you rather be removed from the case if I assign it to a different team?’

‘No, not at all. If it is Leo I’d want to help arrest whoever did this to her.’

‘I’ll be with you shortly. You know what to do.’ Philippa Stanley was back to business again and Becky was glad of it. She felt herself stand up straight, ready to do what had to be done.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ she said.

The line went dead, and Becky began to breathe again.
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The shower felt good, and Tom stayed under the pounding torrent for a good five minutes longer than usual. He tipped his head forward, enjoying the pummelling of the pulsating jet on his head and shoulders, clearing his mind of everything but the pleasurable sensation of hot water hitting his body. He had just grabbed the soap and started to rub it up his arms and across his chest when through the open door of his en-suite bathroom he heard the telephone ringing in his bedroom. For once he decided to ignore it. By the time he got there the answerphone would have picked up, so whoever was calling could leave a message. He would get back to them as soon as he was dry.

Tom had had a restless night, wondering where Leo could be. He had spoken to Max to let him know he had been to the apartment, but there was nothing he could say to put Max and Ellie’s minds at rest. He hadn’t known whether to mention the fact that Leo’s clothes were scattered around the bedroom, but he couldn’t see what would be gained. It would only add an extra layer of worry, and he didn’t have any rational explanation at the moment, so he kept it to himself. Nevertheless, he was cross with Leo. Sometimes he could kill her for her lack of consideration.

He had finally got out of bed at about 5.30, knowing he wasn’t going back to sleep, and made himself a proper breakfast for once - bacon, scrambled eggs, grilled tomatoes and mushrooms – and he had felt better for it. He was still going to be early for work, but he should miss the morning rush hour, and that would save him about twenty minutes of sitting in traffic.

He switched off the shower and shook the water from his body.

‘Bugger,’ he muttered as he heard the phone ring again. He grabbed a towel and dripped his way from the bathroom to his bedside table, leaving wet footprints in the pale cream carpet.

‘Tom Douglas.’

‘Tom, it’s Philippa.’

Tom perched on the edge of the bed, clutching his towel around him with one hand, his phone in the other, as he listened to Philippa explaining that Becky had been called out that morning to a suspicious death. Never one to mince her words, Philippa got straight to the point.

‘I’m sorry, Tom, but I’m afraid it’s Becky’s opinion that the body is that of Leonora Harris.’

Tom drew in a lung full of air as he heard Leo’s name. It couldn’t be true, surely? He closed his eyes and saw her face, her hair, her body. He heard her laugh, felt her arms reach towards him. Not Leo. Please, not Leo.

‘Tom?’

‘Sorry, Philippa. Is she certain?’ Tom let go of the towel and held the phone in both hands, for a moment scared he would drop it.

‘She says this woman is missing. Is that right?’

‘Nobody’s heard from her in a while, but I think missing’s a bit strong.’ That was exactly what he had thought himself the night before, but now more than anything, he wanted to rationalise this – to convince himself she wasn’t missing at all. ‘Leo’s very independent – she could be anywhere. Why does Becky think it’s her?’

‘She says she’s seen photos.’

‘Well I don’t know where. I never had one in the office.’

‘Don’t be naïve, Tom. Becky’s a resourceful girl.’

Christ, not Leo. She couldn’t be dead. Tom felt a rush of guilt, as if he should have kept her safe. Maybe if he hadn’t ended things all those months ago she wouldn’t have been vulnerable to something like this. He would have known where she was – would have been able to protect her. Maybe having nobody in her life had put her at risk. No. It can’t be right. Surely Becky’s wrong?

‘Was there any identification on the body?’ Tom could hear the unsteadiness in his own voice and coughed quietly.

‘None that they’ve found up to now. When I’ve seen the body we’ll get her moved and search through all her clothes, but as yet there’s nothing.’

‘I need to see her, Philippa, before you do anything. I don’t want to alert her sister until we’re sure it’s her, and I want to say goodbye.’

He should have known better. Philippa played by the book.

‘You know that’s not possible, Tom. You know we can’t risk your DNA getting onto her body. I’m in the car now on my way to the scene. My driver says we’re two minutes away, then we’ll get her shifted to the mortuary. A forensic pathologist is on his way so we’ll be as quick as we can with the PM. Then, if you still want to, you can make a preliminary identification. Are you okay?’

‘Fine,’ Tom said. ‘I’m fine.’ He hung up without saying anything more.

Placing the phone gently back on the bedside table, he rested his hands, arms straight, on the bed by his side, clutching the now-damp duvet cover tightly in clenched fists. He glanced over his shoulder at the pillows and for a moment saw Leo’s face there, smiling at him as he dressed in the morning or gazing at him as he undressed to join her in bed. He remembered the way her feet always poked out from under the covers because she couldn’t stand to be too hot, and how she had wrapped her long limbs around him each morning. At that moment he wanted nothing more than to stretch his naked body along the length of hers and hold her, safe and secure.

She couldn’t be dead. There was too much of her, somehow, to have been wiped out – so many complex layers, some of which had ultimately resulted in the end of their relationship, but others so sweet and vulnerable that he had never lost the desire to keep her safe. And he had failed.

The fact that he no longer loved her didn’t for a second reduce the pain. If anything it intensified it because his sense of loss was merged with the ache of regret and with pangs of conscience for the hurt he had caused her.

He dropped his head and took several deep breaths. He was no good to anybody if he couldn’t get some control back. His whole body was prickling, and he realised that he was covered from head to toe in goosebumps – whether from the shock or the cold he had no idea. He pushed himself off the bed and pulled open a drawer. The best thing he could do for Leo now was ignore the ache inside and find out who had killed her. It was time to get dressed and face whatever the day was going to bring.
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Concentration was out of the question, and Tom stared blindly at the pile of papers in front of him. There was no point even pretending to work – the numbers on the spreadsheet just blurred into one incomprehensible mass. He wanted to speak to Becky and Jumbo, but he knew he had to wait for them to come to him.

He had asked to be kept up to date and had been told that the body was being moved. They had collected what evidence they could, but would of course continue to search once the body had gone from the scene. He shuddered at the thought of Leo being referred to as ‘the body’ and hated even more the concept of her being bundled into a body bag. Most of the time bodies were treated with respect, but there was the odd guy who thought that as the person was dead, there was no need to consider their dignity. Tom didn’t agree. At the end of their lives, more than ever, people should be treated with consideration and thoughtfulness.

He wasn’t going to be allowed near Leo’s body in case he contaminated her with his own DNA – which would cause catastrophic complications for the case. Normally the PM was completed before identification for that very reason – any traces on the body from the smallest fragment of skin to a stray hair could convict a murderer. If people other than the investigating team came into contact with the body, it brought into question the validity of the findings. He wanted to see her though – he needed to be sure.

The wait seemed interminable, and there was nobody he could talk to. He hoped and prayed that Max wouldn’t call him for an update.

Over an hour later there was a knock on his door, which for once he had closed. Becky poked her head into the room.

‘Is it okay if I come in, Tom, or would you rather I left you on your own?’ Her voice was shaking.

‘No, no. Please, Becky, tell me what happened, or what you think happened, and why you’re sure it’s Leo. Come in. Sit down.’

Becky was biting her lip. Much as he wanted to fire questions at her, he needed to give her a moment. If she lost control, it would take him longer to get the facts.

‘I’m so sorry, Tom. But I couldn’t risk you turning up and seeing her like that.’

Her words made the weight in his chest feel even heavier.

‘How bad was it? I need to know.’ He stared at Becky and forced the words out. ‘Had she been raped?’

Becky spoke softly, her words echoing in Tom’s head as he visualised the scene that Becky described.

‘We don’t know. She was propped against the tunnel wall, fully clothed, but Jumbo is certain she wasn’t killed there. She was wearing boots with heels and there was no mud on them – no sign that she had walked through that tunnel at all. Until they remove her clothes they’re not going to know for sure if she was sexually assaulted. My guess is that it’s unlikely. If she had been stripped and dressed again when he’d finished, he did a good job of it. Too good, really. Everything was buttoned correctly. She looked too tidy, if you know what I mean.’

Tom knew exactly what she meant. He had seen several bodies that had been redressed after a sexual assault, and they all looked wrong somehow, as if their clothes belonged to somebody else. He felt himself shudder. The only thing he could do was focus as if this were just another body.

‘Did we manage to get a forensic pathologist quickly enough?’ For a murder, they couldn’t bring in any old pathologist. He or she had to be accredited by the Home Office, and sometimes that meant quite a wait, occasionally with the body remaining in situ.

‘Yes, it’s James Adams, and we know he’s good and incredibly thorough. He’ll work out what happened to her, Tom – and we’ll catch him, whoever did this to her.’

‘How do you think she died?’

Step by step, Becky ran through the morning’s events, going over each point as often as Tom wanted her to. Philippa had opted to go to the post-mortem, and one of Becky’s sergeants was setting up the incident room. Tom knew Becky could justify spending this much time with him because he knew Leo better than anybody, and he might well be the best person to provide a starting point for their investigation.

They were interrupted by the telephone, and Tom signalled Becky to answer it for him. He didn’t want to speak to anybody right now. She listened for a second and handed the phone to Tom, mouthing, ‘Philippa.’

‘Tom, there’s been a change of plan,’ she said. ‘Can you get over to the mortuary right now, do you think?’

‘Are you going to let me see her?’ A mixture of hope and dread hit him in equal measure.

‘I’ve spoken to the pathologist, and we’re confident that when he’s finished all the external examination and the body can no longer be compromised it would be safe for you to come and take a look.’ Philippa’s voice softened. ‘I don’t like the thought of you sitting there wondering and hoping, if I’m honest.’ Sometimes Philippa surprised Tom, but he wasn’t about to argue.

‘I’m on my way,’ he said, pushing back his chair. For the first time since his shower that morning Tom felt a sense of purpose.

[image: ]

With all her heart Becky was hoping that she was wrong about Leo. But there was a small, unwelcome part of her brain that almost wanted to be right simply because she didn’t want to discover she had put Tom through all this grief for nothing. That would be truly terrible. She quashed the thought the minute it sneaked into her consciousness.

She insisted on accompanying Tom to the mortuary. She couldn’t let him go alone. He had started to stalk off across the car park to his old BMW, but Becky grabbed his arm.

‘There’s no way you’re driving. Come on – I’ll take you.’

For a moment she thought he was going to refuse. She knew he hated the way she drove, but surely for once he could forget that? And he wanted to get there quickly, didn’t he?

They jumped into Becky’s black Golf. She slammed it into reverse to get out of her parking spot, then pulled out onto the busy main road. It wasn’t far to the mortuary, but the traffic in Manchester could be hell, and she wasn’t sure which would be the best route. She turned her head to ask Tom, but closed her mouth and looked back at the road. If ever there was a face that said ‘Please don’t talk to me’ it was Tom’s. The tension was causing deep creases between his nose and the outer corners of his mouth, and the fine lines around his eyes were accentuated. She could see that every muscle in his face was rigid, and she glanced at his thighs to see one leg tap, tapping. She had never seen Tom like this, and more than ever she wished she hadn’t been the first person on the scene.

They completed the journey in silence, and on arrival at the mortuary Tom was out of the car and walking at speed into the building almost before Becky had the key out of the ignition.

Philippa was waiting for them in reception and reached out a hand to clasp Tom’s arm. He nodded his thanks and followed her down a long corridor, Becky keeping a few metres behind.

When they reached the final door, Philippa stopped.

‘We’ve put her in the chapel, Tom. We haven’t opened her up yet, but there are some marks on her neck that tell their own tale. We would obviously cover these for family, but I thought you could cope. If it’s Leo, and you’re certain, we’ll crack on with the PM and send someone straight off to break the news to her sister and brother-in-law.’

‘I’ll do that,’ Tom said.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely. Nothing can reduce the pain, but at least when you get this kind of news from somebody you know it feels slightly less intrusive.’

‘Okay. We need you suited up even though we’ve done the external examination.’

Tom reached down to a pile of plastic bags, each containing a clean white suit. He slipped one over his clothes. Becky and Philippa did the same.

‘Are you ready?’ Philippa asked, her voice quiet.

Tom nodded, and Becky felt a lurch in her gut. In a way she felt she had no right to witness Tom’s grief, because she knew better than most how much he had suffered – silently, but without a doubt deeply – when he and Leo had split up. She didn’t look at him. She focused on the room in front of her.

A woman lay on a table, her body covered in a white sheet. The contusions around her neck were obvious, but even in death this woman was beautiful. Her dark hair had been neatened and pulled back from her face.

As they entered the room, Becky heard a small gasp from Tom. He stood at the doorway staring, and she drew her eyes away from the body to look at him. After a second, his eyes narrowed and he started towards the body. He stood looking down at the lovely face and for a moment it seemed as if he was going to reach out and touch her. Philippa made a move to get closer, clearly prepared to stop him before he did, but his arm dropped to his side and he just stared.

His head dropped, and Becky swallowed a sob but couldn’t stop the tears streaming from her eyes. So intent was she on controlling herself that she almost missed his words.

‘It’s not her,’ he said quietly.

‘Sorry, Tom. Can you repeat that?’ Philippa said.

‘This woman looks very like Leonora Harris, but it’s not her.’

Tom turned to face them both, his mouth smiling, but his eyes frowning, as if he didn’t know what to feel.

‘Oh God, Tom, I’m so sorry,’ Becky burst out, tears now flowing freely down her cheeks. ‘I was so certain. I even found her picture online and showed it to Jumbo and he agreed. I don’t know what to say to you.’

Tom closed his eyes for a moment and then turned to Becky.

‘It’s okay, Becky. You did the right thing. If I’d turned up at the scene, I’d probably have thought this girl was Leo too for a moment. It’s an uncanny likeness, but there are lots of differences. The nose isn’t right, and this girl’s a bit broader in the shoulders than Leo. To me, now I’m looking properly, they look nothing like one another. But that’s because I know Leo’s face so well.’

‘Is there anything more specific, Tom?’ Philippa asked. ‘It would be useful to have something more tangible than “not right”.’

‘Leo has a small scar on her chin from a childhood accident. I’d completely forgotten about it. I only noticed it now because it’s not there – if that makes sense. I knew the moment I saw her, but if I’d had any doubts, the lack of the scar would have confirmed it.’

For a moment, the room was almost silent, the only sound an occasional sniff from Becky.

Then Philippa straightened her spine and turned to Tom. ‘Right,’ she said briskly. ‘Let’s get on then, shall we. She’s all yours now, DCI Douglas. Let’s find out who the poor woman is and discover what happened to her. Get an artist to do a picture wearing the shirt she was found in. It’s very striking. I’d like a report by the end of the day, please.’

With that, she turned and marched purposefully out of the door, leaving behind her a room rocked by emotion. Tom looked dazed, and Becky could only imagine how he must have geared himself up for the pain of seeing somebody he cared about on that table. She felt an immense weight of guilt – she had caused this man so much distress and didn’t know how to put it right. She stared at him, waiting to see his reaction.

Tom held out an arm. ‘Come here, Becky,’ he said. ‘I think we both need a hug.’

He gently pulled her towards him and held her close. She buried her head in his shoulder, slowly putting her arms round his waist, gradually tightening them to try to stop the shaking.
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The snow provided Maggie with a perfectly valid reason for not going to work, and she was relieved that it hadn’t been necessary to invent some lame excuse. She certainly didn’t want to tell her colleagues what had really happened.

She almost fooled herself into believing that Duncan’s absence was down to the weather too – that he had gone out to deal with some emergency or other and hadn’t been able to get back. Perhaps his phone was dead so he couldn’t call her.

Telling herself this was realistic and an obvious answer, she had used the time before the children woke up to phone around the hospitals and check if there had been any accidents. There had been plenty of bumps because of the snow, but Duncan hadn’t been involved in any of them. She had asked a friend in the police to break a few rules and see whether Duncan had perhaps been arrested for driving without due care and attention, or maybe he had been drinking and tried to drive home. But there was nothing.

Maggie knew there was no point in reporting him missing. She could recite the questions she would be asked verbatim, and she would have to admit that he had left of his own volition, that he wasn’t a vulnerable adult and that he had been carrying a bag of clothes – so he might not be at home, but he could never be defined as a missing person.

The certainty that he had left her for another woman punched her once more in the gut. How long had it been going on? Did he love this woman, or was it a fling? Why choose somebody who looked just like her – wasn’t she enough for him? Once again hot tears stung her eyes and she fought off the ache of loss, trying to convince herself that he would be back, that he would have a perfectly valid excuse. Try as she might, though, it was a hard sell even to herself.

She had nothing to tell the children – no answers to give them. She didn’t like lying to them, but she didn’t want them to be upset so she said she had had a call from Daddy while they were asleep. If he had left them for good, she would have to find a way of explaining that to them, but for now she needed them – particularly Josh – to stop worrying.

‘Daddy said he was fine, but he’d had to rush out to help an old friend – where we used to live. He said to give you both a big kiss from him.’

‘He left us on our own. He’s not supposed to do that, is he?’ Josh wasn’t going to be diverted so easily, now he’d had time to think about it.

She ruffled his dark curls as if everything was all perfectly normal. ‘He was worried about the weather, sweetheart. He knew if he didn’t go straightaway, he would be stuck in the snow.’ Her story seemed to calm the children down, and the snow provided another useful distraction. Both of them were now outside in the back garden building a snowman.

She had time to think.

She had nothing to go on, though, no starting point. All she had was Josh’s story of a photo on Duncan’s phone and a scrap of newspaper. She had tried to work out what the tops of the letters told her, but they were just black marks. She pulled her laptop towards her and typed ‘British newspaper masthead’ into a search engine and selected ‘Images’.

Even if she found the paper and the date, what would it tell her? It could be any story. And he might just have had some tool or other wrapped up in the paper. It was hopeless. She pushed the laptop away from her, sick of clutching at straws. He had left her. That’s all there was to it. But more than anything in the world, she wanted to know why.

Maggie had never had the slightest inkling that Duncan was interested in anybody else, and she knew all the signs – she remembered them from when Suzy’s partner, Ian, had been having an affair that ultimately resulted in him leaving her sister and their children. When you knew what to look for, it was obvious: the name introduced into the conversation with unnecessary frequency; the phone calls taken in the locked bathroom; the trips to the gym to ‘tone up’; the nights he was ‘out with the boys’ wearing his best clothes and aftershave; the fact that he would never leave his mobile unattended in the room.

Duncan hadn’t behaved like that. But then he had always said that his job as a plumber gave him freedom. She didn’t know what he did all day and she never questioned his earnings. He had always put whatever he could afford into the joint account.

Fighting hard to keep control, Maggie got up from the table. She needed to make some lunch for the children, although raising the necessary enthusiasm was going to be difficult. Her mind miles away, she grabbed a pan and was filling it with water when the phone rang, jolting her back to reality.

‘Oh crap!’ she shouted as she dropped the full pan on the floor, soaking the bottom of her jeans and her bare feet. Scared of slipping on the wet tiles, but equally terrified of missing the call, she slid across the floor to the phone.

‘Duncan?’ she said. ‘Oh, thank God. Are you okay?’

‘Maggie? I thought you were going to phone me back. What the hell’s going on?’

‘Oh shit, it’s you. Sorry, Suze. I should have called you, but I’ve got a bit of a situation here, and I need to keep the line free.’

‘What’s the matter? What’s happened to Duncan?’

For some reason, she couldn’t tell Suzy. Not yet. It would make it real; she would cry again; the children would see her. She made every excuse she could to herself, but deep down she knew that she couldn’t at this minute tell anybody – even Suzy – that her husband had left her without saying goodbye.

‘I’m sorry, Suzy, but I can’t talk now. We’ve got thick snow, and both the children are at home, so now isn’t a good time.’

‘But what about last night? Why were the kids alone?’

‘Please, sis, don’t ask me to explain right now. I promise I’ll call you tonight when the children are in bed. If you don’t hear from me, everything’s okay. I’ve got to go – Lily’s shouting.’

Lily was in fact about to open the back door. She didn’t know how to enter a room quietly, and Maggie knew she would notice the tears running down her mummy’s face, and shout it out for Suzy to hear.

Maggie disconnected before her sister could say another word, and quickly scraped the sleeve of her jumper across her eyes.

‘Was that Daddy?’ Lily said, skipping across the kitchen floor in her socks, having discarded her wellies at the door. Maggie was excused the need to reply as Lily shouted, ‘Ooh, the floor’s all wet. Oh yuk, Mummy. I’ve got soggy feet.’

The phone rang again. It was bound to be her sister with some more questions. Maggie was about to ignore it, but Lily was heading towards it with great glee. She loved answering the phone, but Maggie didn’t want Suzy questioning her niece so she grabbed the phone.

‘Look, Suze, I promise I’ll call you back if I need you. Please, can we keep the line free?’

There was a silence at the other end, and for a moment it felt as if ice was blowing down the wire. Maggie shivered.

‘Hello, Maggie?’ a voice said. It was a voice that she didn’t recognise, but the tone was oily, slick.

‘I’d like to speak to your husband. Get him for me, would you?’

‘May I ask who’s speaking?’ she answered, hearing a slight tremor in her voice.

‘No, you may not. Is he there?’

‘I’m sorry, he isn’t. Can I take a message?’

‘He’s not answering his mobile, and that’s not good enough,’ the man said, his words clipped. There was an undercurrent to the voice that she had heard so many times in the voices of her clients. It was the sound of threat.

‘Well, maybe I can ask him to call you,’ she said, trying to pretend that this was all perfectly normal.

‘He’s not coming home, though, is he Maggie. He’s run – run from his obligations. Again.’

Maggie didn’t respond. She didn’t know what the man was talking about, and she stared down at Lily, her gaze fixed, her heart pounding. She was waiting. For what, she didn’t know, but she knew it wasn’t good.

‘I’m glad I’ve found you, Maggie. It makes it all so much more worthwhile. Your husband has had his first warning. If he calls, remind him of that, and be sure to tell him we know where you live. Do you understand? We know where you live. Tell him.’

The phone went dead.
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It was minutes since the call had ended, but Maggie was still holding the phone, looking at it as if the answer lay there. What did the man mean?

He had said, ‘I’m glad I found you.’ Did that mean he had found her. Or found them? Or did he mean he had found Duncan?

‘If he calls…’ he had said.

What did he mean about running away from his obligations – again? Did the man mean he had run away from her? Was she – or his family – an obligation?

Finally, Maggie slowly replaced the receiver, and without conscious thought made her way across to a chair and sat down heavily, her eyes unfocused.

Vaguely she was aware that Lily had been saying something, but the little girl had obviously given up on her mummy and gone back outside because the kitchen was now quiet. Quiet enough for her to think.

She grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil and wrote down what she remembered of his words. The words themselves seemed fairly innocuous. They could almost have been the words of a disgruntled customer. But it wasn’t the words that had made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end; it had been the tone of his voice.

There was no doubt at all in Maggie’s head that this was a threat, and she sprang to her feet, rushed to the back door and called the children into the house. She didn’t want them out of her sight for a moment.

The children didn’t understand why they couldn’t stay in the garden, but she silenced them by saying Josh could download a new game for his console and plug it into the TV in the study and Lily could watch Frozen for about the fiftieth time in the sitting room after lunch. Bolting all the doors, including the one from the garage into the house, her mind spun through all the different options.

What had Duncan done?

From nowhere, an answer hit her. If Duncan had run off with another woman, it must have been the woman’s husband on the phone. And he was after Duncan. It was the only thing that made sense.

And yet somehow it didn’t.

What else could it be? A debt that he hadn’t paid, maybe? She had known of some dreadful crimes committed against people who owed money. But surely he would have told her? They had some savings – money for the renovation of their house – they could have used.

She could develop any theory she wanted, but the truth was she didn’t know, and the uncertainty was unbearable. She could face the truth, she was sure – if only she knew what the truth was.

Maggie picked up the phone and dialled.

‘Suzy,’ she said when her sister answered, ‘I need to talk to you. I’m sorry about earlier, but I didn’t think I could speak right then – not even to you. I’ve come unstuck, though, and – ’Maggie’s voice broke ‘ – I don’t know what to do.’

‘Hey, don’t cry, Mags. Tell me. Let’s see if there’s something I can do to help.’

‘It’s Duncan. I think something might have happened to him.’

‘What sort of thing? Is it something to do with last night?’

Maggie took some deep breaths and tried to control herself. ‘I don’t know where he is.’

Somehow Maggie managed to stumble through most of the story of the last few hours.

‘He’s having an affair. I know he is.’

‘That’s a bit of a leap, Mags,’ Suzy said.

Maggie was about to tell her sister about the photo on Duncan’s phone and the threatening call, but the sound of her mobile ringing in the next room set her pulse racing.

Duncan. It had to be.

She quickly ended the call with Suzy, promising to call her over the weekend and dashed into the hall. As she got there, the ringing stopped.

‘Shit!’

She grabbed the phone and stared at it as if by some magic it would ring again. The screen said number withheld. She wanted to throw the phone at the wall. It had to have been Duncan, and she had missed him.

She sat down heavily on the bottom step of the stairs, rested her folded arms on her knees and dropped her head.
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12 years ago – May 15th

The television news was showing photos of dark-haired beauty Penelope Cruz arriving at the Cannes Film Festival, and Tamsin Grainger stared at the screen hoping to catch a glimpse of the actress’s current boyfriend, Tom Cruise. She was out of luck.

With one eye on the television and one on the mirror, she continued to apply her make-up, going a bit heavier on the eyes than usual.

Tonight was going to be the party of the year. Tamsin could feel it, and she wanted to look her best. Especially now she had rid herself of that wanker who seemed to think he was the love of her life. What a prick he had turned out to be. A good-looking prick, though, she had to admit.

She had never said they had an exclusive thing going – she was having fun, and nothing was going to interfere with that. Maybe messing about with that lecturer had been a bit stupid, but at least it might get her some good marks in her next exam.

Tamsin giggled. Of course, the word had got out that she was up for a good time, and she was getting more than her fair share of offers now. Some crazy guy was leaving her email messages saying what he wanted to do to her. She liked his inventiveness and hadn’t discouraged him.

She didn’t know how he knew her webmail account – hardly anybody did, but somehow he had found it. She didn’t understand technology that well, but she knew enough to realise she wouldn’t want some of her more juicy messages to come back to haunt her in a few years’ time when she was a respectable woman married to some rich man who knew nothing about her past. So she deleted every single one of his messages from the university terminals she was forced to use because her dad was too tight to buy her a laptop.

Tonight the email guy said he was going to reveal himself to her. She didn’t know exactly what he meant, but it sounded good. All she knew about him was that – in his words – he was a big man. She wasn’t sure what that related to either – tall, fat, or something else entirely. She giggled again.

She was dressed for the occasion in a crop top and some tight white jeans. The trouble was, how was she going to know it was him?

The party was in full swing when she arrived, so she headed straight for the centre of the room where she could be easily spotted and started to dance. She didn’t want him to leave because he couldn’t find her.

Tamsin looked around to see who was watching. The truth was, a lot of guys were looking at her. Girls too, but not in the same way. She didn’t care. She didn’t much like girls anyway.

As the night wore on, she began to think he wasn’t coming. She didn’t even know his name. Her dancing grew increasingly frenzied as she became more and more desperate.

And then she saw him. It had to be him. Tall, blond, and way too refined for this party in his smart white shirt with a button-down collar. Gorgeous, though.

She threw him a smile and then spun round to dance with her back to him. Make him work for his treat. She felt a hand on her hip. She didn’t turn but backed up slightly so she could feel the warmth of his body through her thin top.

She felt his breath on the side of her neck and shuddered. He smelled good.

‘Tamsin,’ the man said, ‘there’s somebody waiting for you. He’s outside.’

She turned then and looked at the man in front of her.

‘It’s not you?’ she said, disappointment clear in her voice.

‘No, no,’ he said. ‘He’s outside, waiting for you. Hurry now. He won’t wait forever. His name’s Sam.’
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Tom was grateful that the pathologist had agreed to wait ten minutes to give him time to knock back two cups of strong black coffee, although whisky would have been better. He wasn’t looking forward to the next hour or so, but finally he was ready to go and watch this woman who looked so like Leo being cut open, all of her internal organs removed, weighed and examined. It wasn’t going to be easy. He knew it wasn’t Leo – and he kept saying that over and over to himself – but she was so much like her that he had to cast his gaze back repeatedly to where that tiny scar should have been and focus on the differences between the two faces.

There was little doubt about the manner of this woman’s death. They still had no idea who she was, though, and the artist was waiting to draw her so an appeal could be launched on the TV and in the press. Somebody, somewhere, was bound to be missing this young woman.

The pathologist turned to Tom and spoke through his mask.

‘We cleaned the body externally before you were allowed to see her, as you know. I would say it’s unlikely that she’s been raped. There’s no external bruising, but of course I’ll need to do a full internal examination to be sure. Before we do any more work on her, there’s something I’d like to show you.’ He beckoned Tom closer. ‘I don’t know if it’s significant, but these marks were made after she was killed.’

The pathologist asked one of his assistants to move to one side, and Tom saw the long, lean, naked legs of the woman. She was obviously fairly fit, and from the colour of the skin of her thighs it would appear she had recently had some winter sun. But it wasn’t the skin or muscle the pathologist was keen for Tom to see. Carved into the top of the woman’s left thigh were three straight horizontal lines about four inches long. They were deep, and yet there was no blood.

‘I’ve no idea what they mean, Tom, but it would seem that her jeans were pulled down after her death solely for the purpose of carving these lines. Her jeans were then refastened. As I say, there’s no sign of sexual trauma up to now, but these marks were definitely made after she was killed. It’s as if they’re a message of some kind. Do they mean anything to you?’

Tom was only half listening. He was in a different time, a different place, looking at the same three lines carved into a young girl’s thigh, and not for the first time.

12 years ago – May 17th

The nine days since the discovery of Sonia Beecham’s body at Pomona Island had been both intense and frustrating. Progress was negligible and Tom couldn’t help feeling they were missing something. But Victor Elliott had his way of doing things, and he was not impressed by anyone in his team using their initiative if it in any way reflected badly on him.

Tom had been hoping that tonight might be the first night since Sonia’s murder that he would be able to get away on time, and if the call had come in fifteen minutes later, this latest shout would have been somebody else’s responsibility. He was torn between the familiar buzz of a new job and the realisation that it was going to be another late night. Once again he was going to have to phone his wife and make his apologies.

Right now, though, there was nothing he could do about it, so he parked his car and headed towards a uniformed policeman standing in front of a temporary-looking corrugated iron fence. The young PC nodded at Tom and slid back a section of the fence to let him through into one of the hidden parts of Manchester that few people knew existed.

The disused section of Piccadilly railway station known as Mayfield station was a favourite location for television crews. Where else could companies find a ready made set for post-war dramas? Tom climbed the wide staircase that rose from street level to the platforms. He glanced at the massive Edwardian buffer stops terminating tracks that had long since been removed, leaving deep pits full of weeds and detritus. The original glass sections of the roof were mostly gone, lying in pieces that had either fallen or been kicked onto the sunken track beds, and Tom and the rookie detective constable who had been waiting for him to arrive picked their way carefully along the abandoned platform, trying to avoid the broken glass and the worst of the drips coming from what was left of the roof. A pigeon flapped its wings suddenly, making the young female detective nearly jump out of her skin.

‘Bloody horrible place,’ she whispered as if scared of waking the living dead. ‘Why’s it still here? It’s the obvious place for every down and out in Manchester to hang out.’

‘I think you’ll find there are better places once you get to know the area,’ Tom said. ‘Watch out for the rats, though.’

‘What?’ The young detective looked momentarily embarrassed, as if it was inappropriate for her to be scared of anything. She was one of the chosen few on the fast-track scheme and was working for a brief period in CID.

He smiled sympathetically at her. He wasn’t a big fan of rats himself, but the only time he had been here before today something had spooked the rat population, and thousands of them had come pouring out of holes everywhere in the station, leaping up from the sunken track beds and charging towards the staircase and escape. The rats hadn’t bothered the humans in their midst; they had swarmed around them like a dark grey sea flowing past a rocky outcrop. He shuddered as he remembered.

‘They’ll keep out of our way. Don’t wander off on your own if you don’t like them.’

Tom knew little about this case as yet – just that they had a body, it was female and it was almost certainly murder. His second in ten days. First Sonia Beecham and now this. They hadn’t been able to find one piece of evidence that pointed to Sonia’s killer. She had, so it seemed, been a quiet, unassuming girl who took her studies seriously. She hadn’t been in a relationship either at the time of her death or for at least six months previously, and nobody could think of a single reason why anybody would want her dead.

Tom’s boss, DCI Victor Elliott, would be on his way to Mayfield station by now and would technically be the senior investigating officer on this case. He wouldn’t do any of the hard work, of course. He spent too much time trying to impress the powers that be, striving towards his goal of becoming Chief Constable before he was fifty.

Tom pulled on a protective suit and mask, lifted the flap of the tent erected by the SOCO crew to protect the body and crouched low to step into the confined space. The victim was propped against the red-brick wall, her arms folded across her chest. A SOCO was kneeling to one side, bending over her. The victim appeared to be fully dressed, although that wasn’t saying much. It was still only May, but she was in tight white jeans and a crop top. Had she been out in Manchester dressed like this, or had she been plucked from her home and brought here after she was killed? Tom felt certain that the body had been positioned after death.

As he bent closer, he noticed something on her left leg, the leg that was further away from him. Tom asked the man in his white Tyvek suit if he would move to one side so he could get a better angle, and he bent over the girl’s thigh. Her jeans had been cut, and Tom pulled back the flap. Etched into the skin were three horizontal parallel lines.

‘Carl,’ Tom said to the head of the SOCO team, ‘have you seen the leg?’

Tom couldn’t see the man’s expression because of his mask, but he saw him nod. His voice was muffled.

‘Just like the last one. The first one had her throat slit, though, and this one’s been strangled. No blood anywhere.’

Tom knew they hadn’t released any information about the three cuts to the press, so it couldn’t be a copycat killing, but to go from a slit throat to strangulation didn’t fit either. Could these be some kind of cult killings?

Carl pulled his torch away slightly so that it illuminated the girl’s head, rather than the area he had been inspecting.

‘The three cuts aren’t the only odd thing, Tom. Have you looked at her face?’

Tom shuffled round to where the technician had been kneeling a few moments before. He stared at the face, brightly lit by the white torchlight, then glanced up at Carl’s worried eyes, then back at the face. He didn’t say a word.

He left the tent and walked about ten metres away, pulling the mask from his face. He stared away from the station into the city of Manchester beyond, seeing nothing. He heard steps behind him and a rustle of Tyvek.

‘What do you think?’ Carl said.

Tom shook his head slowly from side to side.

‘If I didn’t know it was impossible, I would say the same girl had been killed twice.’
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The rest of the day had dragged for Maggie. She knew she should be doing something, but she didn’t know what. She felt helpless, and alone. In the end she sat with Lily for a while mindlessly watching her daughter’s favourite film, her silent phone on the sofa beside her. She had left the room for just a moment to get the charger from her bedroom when she heard the unmistakable ringtone of her mobile.

She turned and flew down the stairs, but she hadn’t allowed for Lily.

‘Hello. Lily speaking,’ she heard a high-pitched voice say.

‘Yes, she’s here. I’ll get her for you, if you want,’ Lily added, turning to beam at her mummy, whom she clearly expected to be overjoyed by her daughter’s grown-up telephone manner. Maggie tried her best to smile at her as she took the phone.

‘Who is it?’ she mouthed to Lily.

‘A man,’ Lily answered loudly, turning back to the television.

Maggie swallowed. Not Duncan, then. She took the phone out into the hall and sat down on the second stair. The phone said the number had been withheld, just like last time.

‘Hello,’ she said softly.

‘Cute kid, Maggie. You’ve got her well trained. You just need to get her to ask who it is next time, so you don’t have to whisper to her so obviously.’

Maggie felt her muscles relax.

‘Frank, it’s you,’ she said unnecessarily, recognising the voice of the psychologist. ‘Did you call earlier?’

‘Yes, but there was no answer. Are you okay? You sound a bit croaky.’

Maggie tried to clear her throat of tears. It hadn’t been Duncan before, and the thought was unbearable.

‘I’m fine. It’s such a crappy mobile signal here. Do you want me to call you back on the landline?’

‘No, I can hear you. As long as you really are okay.’

‘I’m fine, thanks. What can I do for you?’

‘I wanted to talk to you about your number-one weasel client.’

Maggie should have been seeing Alf Horton, the old-lady batterer, before he had to go in front of the magistrates, but she hadn’t been able to make it.

‘Sorry I couldn’t be there, but I can’t get out of our road. We’re snowed in here.’ Maggie glanced out of the window. In truth the road was still covered with snow, but it had turned slushy and several people had managed to escape from their cul-de-sac – as, under normal circumstances, she would have done.

‘Your bosses sent one of your colleagues. I watched the interview. The guy’s not as good as you, and Alf’s backtracking like mad. He’s now saying he had nothing to do with the attacks on any of those women.’

Maggie sighed. She could really do without this.

‘We all know he did it, so when he didn’t deny it yesterday I thought it was only a matter of time before he confessed,’ said Maggie. ‘If he’s going for a not-guilty plea, though, it means we’ve got hours of his delightful company to look forward to while we work on his defence.’

Frank laughed and tried to engage Maggie in a discussion on the case for a few more minutes, but her mind was far away from Alf Horton.

‘Are you sure you’re okay, Maggie? You don’t sound yourself at all.’

Maggie took a deep breath. ‘It’s just Horton. I wish to God I didn’t have to defend him.’

‘You can refuse. You would be within your rights, you know.’

It was tempting, but she couldn’t do it. It would definitely set back her promotion hopes – not that they seemed relevant at this moment.

She tried to draw the conversation to an end, but Frank seemed in a talkative mood.

‘The police are going to apply for a forty-eight-hour extension before they formally charge him,’ he said, interrupting her thoughts, ‘which means you’ll have the joy of talking to him again. Will I see you tomorrow?’

She had to say yes. She had no idea whether she would make it to the office the following day but couldn’t think of an excuse. Ending the call, she ran her fingers through her hair, pushing it back off her face. She felt she was drowning. Elbows on knees, she rested her chin on her cupped hands, unable to get her thoughts and fears under control.

Sitting there was achieving nothing though, so pulling herself together she pushed herself up off the stair and opened the sitting room door. ‘Lily, five minutes, sweetheart, and you’ll have to turn that off.’

‘Can I see what happens, Mummy?’ Maggie was tempted to remind her daughter that she knew exactly what happened next and could recite almost the whole film verbatim. But why bother if her daughter was happy. She had the feeling that unhappiness was waiting around the corner, ready to bite, so she would let her have any happy moment she could.

‘When I call you, tea’s ready, and you need to come. But you can pause it, if you want,’ she said.

She went towards the study, surprised it was silent in there. She pushed open the door.

Josh was kneeling on the floor, staring at the television – but there was no sign of a game on the screen, only the face of a woman. Josh was holding the remote.

‘Josh? What are you watching?’

Her son spun round, a look of something like guilt on his face. What did he have to feel guilty about?

‘Look, Mummy,’ he said, his voice tight with emotion. ‘She does look like you, doesn’t she? I was right.’

Maggie turned her attention to the screen. Staring back at her was a drawing – a realistic one – of a woman with long dark hair and red lipstick, wearing a shirt with a black and white geometric pattern. She had to admit the woman did look strangely like her.

‘Yes, she does a bit. Who is she?’

‘She’s the woman who was on Daddy’s phone yesterday. She’s on the news.’

Maggie felt a thud of fear deep in her chest.

‘Are you sure, Josh? It’s just a drawing.’

Josh nodded, his eyes round with alarm. ‘Yes, but it’s her shirt. That’s what the woman on Daddy’s phone was wearing.’

There was something about the face – something that made Maggie want to rush over to the television and turn it off right now. But she couldn’t let her son know how she was feeling.

‘There’s nothing to worry about, darling. Perhaps that’s why she was on Daddy’s phone. Maybe he’d seen something on the news about her, or perhaps somebody sent him the picture thinking it was me.’

Josh shook his head with determination.

‘No. That’s not right. She wasn’t in the news yesterday. They said the picture has just been released. And anyway this is a drawing. On Daddy’s phone it looked like a photo.’

Soft fingers of dread were crawling up Maggie’s spine.

‘So what’s she on the news for? What’s she done?’

‘She hasn’t done anything, Mummy. She’s dead.’
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The girl in the drawing looked very real – a bit too real to Tom, who had so recently been looking at the same face on the autopsy table. The artist had done a good job, and now they could only wait and see if the picture’s publication in the papers and on the local news would bring any results.

Tom had already phoned Leo’s family to let them know the woman in the picture wasn’t her, and he had also made a quick call to his daughter, Lucy. She had come to know Leo well during the time Tom had been seeing her, and the drawing was so lifelike he didn’t want Lucy to see it on the television and think, even for a moment, that it might be Leo. He also had to prepare his daughter for the fact that he might not be able to see her that weekend. She was used to him having to change arrangements whenever some serious crime or other took over his life, but he hated it.

‘I’m sorry, Luce,’ he said. ‘As soon as this is over, though, I’ll have a word with your mum and see what we can sort out.’

Lucy had been quiet, and for a moment he had thought she was upset. When she spoke, though, he could sense reluctance to tell him something.

‘Actually, Dad, I was going to call you. I asked Mum to, but she said it was up to me to tell you.’

‘That’s okay, sweetheart. Just say it, whatever it is.’

‘You won’t be cross, will you?’

Tom laughed. ‘I seriously doubt it, Lucy. Try me.’

‘Well, the thing is that I’ve been picked for the school swimming team, and we have practice on a Saturday morning. I haven’t said yes yet, because I know it means I wouldn’t be able to see you for the whole weekend.’

Given the number of times he had had to let her down, Tom didn’t think he deserved this level of consideration.

‘Of course you’ve got to be in the team! I’m proud of you. Would it be okay if I came to watch when I’m not working? Maybe I could pick you up afterwards. Do you think that would work?’

‘Oh Dad, that would be brilliant,’ she said, and he could hear how pleased she was.

They talked for a few more minutes and, promising to call her again over the weekend, Tom hung up and went in search of Becky.

‘Becky, can you get someone to pull some old files out for me, please?’ he asked.

Tom saw Becky’s puzzled frown. She still didn’t seem to have entirely recovered from the morning’s upset, and her face had remained slightly flushed ever since, in spite of Tom making it clear that he fully understood the conclusion she had leapt to.

‘What old files?’ she asked.

‘We had two murders twelve years ago. Two girls were killed in fairly quick succession, both from Manchester University.’

‘Do you think they’re connected to this case?’

‘It’s a possibility.’

In all honesty, Tom didn’t know what to think. He remembered his shock when he had seen the second of the two dead girls all those years ago – girls whose murders he had been tasked with solving. The second girl had looked so similar to the first that it had knocked him for six. It almost felt like some kind of sick joke, but when later he saw pictures of the two girls alive and animated they actually weren’t that alike. The same blonde shoulder-length hair and the same blue eyes had seemed enough, though, when their faces were expressionless in death. There was something particularly sinister about the murders, as if it was the girls’ physical appearance that had got them killed, and the two abandoned locations – Mayfield station and Pomona docks – had somehow made the crimes feel even more disturbing.

The woman found this morning had no physical resemblance to those girls, but the three lines cut deep into the flesh of her thigh couldn’t be a coincidence. They had suspected twelve years ago that it might be the start of a serial killing spree, but the murders – as far as they were aware – had stopped. So did the three cuts signify that this was the same killer, and if so, why start again now?

In the original enquiry they had interviewed vast numbers of people, but there wasn’t a single tangible clue worth following up. The two murdered girls appeared to be totally unconnected, other than by their physical appearance. They were both students at Manchester University, but then so were thirty-odd thousand other kids.

He explained the background to Becky.

‘The first girl was called Sonia – I can’t remember her surname. The other was Tamsin Grainger. The reports are thorough – most of them were written by a trainee detective. A young lady by the name of Philippa Stanley.’

Becky looked up from where she was scribbling notes, her eyebrows raised. ‘You are kidding me?’

‘Nope. She was originally on the fast-track programme, heading for the heights of Assistant Chief Constable or something like that. But her stint working with me gave her a taste for being a detective. She got no end of stick from our DCI at the time, who was a misogynist tosser, but she stuck with it and opted to stay in CID.’

Tom knew that Becky was aware of Philippa’s period as his inspector when he first became a DCI, but she hadn’t known the full history before. It gave him a certain edge when it came to dealing with Philippa, although he never forgot that she was now his boss and he respected her.

‘What do you want me to look for in particular in the files?’ Becky asked.

‘To be honest, I don’t know. Until we know who our latest victim is, it’s going to be difficult to find any links, but at least if we’ve dug out the information we’re ready to go as soon as we’ve got an ID.’

‘Okay,’ Becky said, pushing her chair back as if ready to leave.

‘Are you all right now?’ Becky flushed. ‘Look, it’s been a shit day. Why don’t you get one of your team to call you if we get any info on our victim and get off home. You’ve been at it since the early hours. They can hold the fort for now. Go and see Mark and get some rest.’

‘No chance,’ Becky said, standing up to leave the room. ‘I’ve still got bloody Alf Horton to sort out.’

‘We didn’t get the expected confession, then?’

‘No, sadly not. DS Blake conducted the interview yesterday and apparently Horton gave every indication that he was ready to admit to his sins. Blake said Horton’s solicitor looked as if she was going to be sick as the crimes were listed. It would have saved a stack of work and money if he had said, "Yes – I did it".’

‘Who’s his solicitor?’ Tom asked.

‘A new woman. She’s supposed to be a very good defender. I suppose she’s going to come up with something clever to get him off.’

Tom smiled. ‘That’s her job.’

‘Yeah, I know.’ Becky gave a slight shrug of her shoulders as she opened the door, knowing this was par for the course. ‘I don’t envy her, though. Fancy knowing you might be putting a bastard like that back on the streets.’
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The picture on the TV in the study was still paused. Maggie had sent Josh to wash his hands before going to the table, but she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off the screen. She rewound the news article. The woman had been found dead that morning, several hours after Duncan had apparently received a photo of her. Josh might have been wrong about the photo, but the drawing was lifelike and Maggie could see her own likeness to the victim. If Josh had caught a glimpse and seen the dark hair and the red lipstick it made sense that he had thought it was her. The dead woman’s geometric top was distinctive and unusual too. Josh was such an observant child she didn’t think he would have made a mistake. This was the woman in the photo sent to Duncan’s phone.

Maggie switched the television off and collapsed onto a chair. She didn’t think her legs would hold her. Why in God’s name had a photo of this woman been sent to Duncan’s phone? She was dead. The woman had been killed. For a moment she felt relieved that if this was a photo of Duncan’s lover, she was no longer a threat, then dismissed the thought with a degree of self-disgust. If she had been Duncan’s lover, maybe the woman’s husband had killed her. He might even have been the man who called earlier?

She thought about the call for a minute. How did it all tie together? She hated the thought that somebody she didn’t know could phone her any time. Did that mean he knew her address too?

Maggie couldn’t control her thoughts or even keep pace with them. Fragments of ideas intruded and escaped before she could catch them. Had the woman already been dead in the photo that Duncan received? She thought again about the words Josh had used – about Maud’s eyes – and she knew without a doubt that the woman had already been killed when the picture was taken.

She now had a genuine reason to call the police about her husband’s disappearance. But if she told them about the photograph, Duncan would become the number-one suspect in a murder. Was she ready to expose her husband to the inevitable manhunt without knowing more?

Not yet.

What’s going on, Dunc? Call me, call me, call me. She repeated the thought over and over in her head, hoping that some sort of telepathy would get the message through to him.

She didn’t think she could move. She didn’t want to move. But she had no choice and so made her way unsteadily into the kitchen. She was going to sit the children down with their tea and then hunt online for every single piece of information she could find about this dead woman.

When the children were settled at the table, Maggie took her laptop over to the kitchen counter, away from Josh’s eyes. She had to distance herself from the smell of food too. As it hit the back of her throat she thought she was going to retch.

There were a few articles saying a body had been found, but they were all sketchy. The woman hadn’t been named, but it was understood she had been killed some time the evening before. Maggie closed the screen with unnecessary force and pushed the computer away.

‘Mummy,’ Lily shouted even though Maggie was only a few feet away, ‘can I have some milk, please?’

‘Of course. Do you want some, Josh?’ Even to her own ears her voice sounded brittle, and she was speaking too quickly. She had to quell the rising panic.

What was Duncan involved in? Why did that man want to speak to him? Who was the woman?

‘Yes, please.’

On autopilot Maggie walked over to the fridge and opened the door. Damn it. There was no milk. She usually did an online order on a Wednesday night and Duncan picked up the groceries on his way to get the children on a Thursday. But of course none of that had happened.

‘Right, kids, grab your coats. We’re going to walk up to the shop for a few bits and pieces. Come on. It will do us good to get a bit of fresh air.’

Suddenly getting out of the house seemed like the best idea she had had all day. The walls were crowding in on her and the cold air might clear her mind. She quickly helped Lily into her coat and her wellies, and grabbed a thick poncho and a scarf for herself.

The snow had nearly gone now; just slush remained on the streets, white in their quiet cul-de-sac, dirty dark grey on the main roads. Josh kicked it with the toes of his wellies, clearly less than pleased to be out. Maggie knew she should be trying to talk to the children, but what energy she had left seemed to be used up by the simple process of putting one foot in front of the other.

When they reached the shop, she bent down to the children and forced herself to speak normally. ‘Go and have a look at the sweets. Don’t touch, but decide if there is something you’d like. Josh, keep an eye on Lily for me please.’

Josh gave her a look that said ‘what’s going on?’ and Maggie did her best to give him a reassuring smile.

She picked up some milk and headed to the newspapers. Copies of the Manchester Evening News were piled up as if they had only just arrived, and eagerly she pulled one towards her. The front page was full of news of a fire in Chadderton, and Maggie quickly flicked to the next page. Nothing.

‘Are you looking for something, love?’ the man behind the counter asked. Maggie looked up, a guilty expression on her face. Her frantic search had creased the paper badly.

‘I’m so sorry, but I am going to buy this,’ she said hurriedly. ‘There was something on the TV earlier – on the news – and I wondered if it was in the paper.’

‘Not if it only happened today. Probably be in tomorrow’s.’

‘The article was about a woman found murdered in Manchester. Did you hear about that?’

The man shrugged. ‘Yeah, but I expect the police are being tight-lipped. Means they don’t know anything.’

She knew it had been an outside chance. ‘I’ll take the paper and the milk, please, and the children want some chocolate.’

She turned to Lily who was pointing at some chocolate buttons. Josh didn’t look very interested.

They made their way home slowly, Maggie having to resort to carrying a tired and unusually whingey Lily for the last five minutes. It was still cold outside, and Maggie was disappointed that there had been nothing more to be learned from the paper. As she turned the corner into their road, she felt a rush of hope that Duncan’s white van would be sitting lined up in front of the garage.

It wasn’t.

She bundled the children back into the warm house and went through to the kitchen, where she hastily made them bowls of bananas and warm custard to finish their meal.

‘Why isn’t Daddy here to make our tea?’ Lily asked.

‘He’s working, sweetheart,’ Maggie said, drawing another look from Josh. What was she supposed to say?

Maggie still couldn’t face the thought of food, but sat with the children while they finished theirs. Normally full of chatter, they were both quiet and withdrawn. Shifting her laptop, Maggie placed it on top of the discarded copy of the Manchester Evening News, and glanced at the paper’s masthead. Only the corner was visible. She inched the laptop a bit higher up the paper and a bit further to the right so that everything except the top left corner was hidden.

That’s it, she thought, feeling a faint leap of hope in her chest swiftly followed by the inevitable crushing dose of common sense. It would probably tell her nothing.

‘Back in a sec,’ she said to the children, who barely raised their eyes to hers as she pushed her chair back. She went to the shelf where she had placed the scrap of newspaper from Duncan’s cupboard. She stared at it for a moment, certain she was right, and took it to the table to compare with the exposed section of the front cover of that evening’s edition. The piece of paper she had found in the cupboard dated 16th November 2003 was from the Manchester Evening News.

But how could that be? Duncan had never been to Manchester until they moved there seven weeks ago.

Convinced she was making far more of this than was absolutely necessary – after all, the newspaper could have come from anywhere – she put the scrap away, opened the laptop and found Google. She knew she was clutching at straws, but maybe there was something significant in the news on 16th November 2003. She typed Manchester Evening News archive and got a hit immediately. But it was no use. There was nothing more recent than 1903.

She stared at the screen, drumming her fingers as she considered what else she could do. But her thoughts were interrupted by the ringing of the telephone.

Lily leapt off her chair.

‘Lily, come back to the table please,’ Maggie said automatically. ‘You know you don’t just leave like that. I’ll answer it.’

Hoping beyond anything she would have believed possible that this would be Duncan she lifted the phone to her ear but said nothing.

‘Hello, Maggie.’ It was the voice from earlier in the day – the voice that made her shiver. This time she noticed that it was a voice with no obvious accent, and it wasn’t the voice of either a very young or a very old man. She took the phone through to the hall and closed the door.

‘What do you want? Where’s my husband?’ She fought to keep the tremor out of her voice. She didn’t want this bastard to know how much he was scaring her.

‘I hadn’t realised he was such a coward. He’s running out of time, and you need to tell him.’

‘What are you talking about? How do you know Duncan?’ She was shouting and saw the kitchen door start to open. Josh must have heard her.

‘Have you seen the news this evening, Maggie?’

She stayed silent. She didn’t need to ask which story he was referring to. His voice was slow and measured, almost refined.

‘Your husband knows what he has to do. He has one more chance. Tell him, if he calls. It’s his last chance.’

The line went dead.
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Maggie kept her back to Josh for a moment or two longer, breathing deeply to steady herself before she faced her son. She couldn’t let him see the fear in her eyes.

How was she going to keep them safe when she didn’t even know what the threat was? Had she double-locked the front door when they came in? Worse still, they had all been out to the shop with only the Yale lock securing the door. She knew that a Yale wasn’t enough to deter any burglar worth his salt. What if somebody had broken in? Somebody looking for Duncan – or maybe looking for her?

She was certain she had left the other doors bolted. They hadn’t been unlocked since she had called the children in earlier. Without turning to look at her son, she moved quickly to the front door and twisted the double lock.

Maggie breathed out. She had to know. She had to be sure that they were alone in the house. What if the man had broken in while they were out? What if right now he was upstairs, phoning her from his mobile, waiting for her? She had to check – she couldn’t let the children go upstairs to bed if there was the slightest chance that somebody was up there, waiting.

‘Josh, I’m going to pop upstairs. Will you stay with Lily while she finishes her banana, darling? I’ll only be a minute.’

‘Why were you shouting?’

‘Oh… it was some silly salesman on the phone. Nothing to worry about.’

Her heart was pounding, but she managed a thin smile before she turned to face the bottom of the stairs. She took the first two steps, then there was a pop and the house was plunged into darkness.

‘Shit!’ she cried, her voice breaking. That was all they needed – a power cut. Her mind spinning, she couldn’t quash the thought that maybe it wasn’t a power cut at all. Maybe somebody had switched off their electricity. And the fuse box was in the garage – the one part of the house that any burglar could get into with ease.

‘Mum?’ Josh was still in the hall. His voice echoed her fear. There was nothing more than a trace of light from distant street lamps coming through the stained-glass fanlight above the front door – just enough to see his shape.

‘It’s okay, baby,’ she said. ‘Are you all right in there, Lily?’ she shouted.

‘Yes, but it’s gone dark,’ came the response.

‘I know, darling. Stay where you are. I’m going to find the torch and come and get you. Don’t move, Lily.’

All Maggie could think was that there might be somebody in her house, in the kitchen with Lily or waiting behind a door.

Where the fuck was that torch?

She could see Josh moving. He was walking away from her. What was he doing?

‘Josh! Where are you going?’ He had gone into the study.

The door swung to behind him and seconds later she saw a flash of light.

There was somebody in there with him! Somebody with a torch. She stumbled down the stairs, missing the bottom one in the dark, catching herself on the newel post. She recovered quickly and flung the study door open. A bright white light flashed into her eyes, and she couldn’t see a thing. Just as quickly it moved away.

‘Sorry, Mum. Didn’t mean to blind you.’

Josh was standing there with his iPad mini. ‘I thought this might help.’

Maggie leaned back against the door and took two deep breaths. ‘Let’s get Lily, and we can all search together.’ The idea of leaving Lily on her own while they looked for the torch was frightening her, and she put her arm round Josh’s shoulder. ‘You’re a star, Josh Taylor. Do you know that?’

Instead of shrugging her off as he might do normally, he pressed against her, and she knew how frightened he was. She opened the door to the hall, and heard a footstep. She squeezed Josh tighter and he spun the light round.

Lily.

‘Hey, Tiddles, you were supposed to stay at the table,’ Maggie said, her voice cracking at the edges.

‘I know, but then the moon came out and I could see the man. I was scared.’

Maggie’s body turned to ice.

‘Where was the man, Lily?’ she asked, trying to keep her tone level.

‘In the garden. I didn’t like him looking at me.’

Maggie realised that she was still holding the telephone.

‘Okay, don't be scared. I want you to stay close to me.’

The children nodded mutely.

‘I’m going to open the kitchen door so the man will see me and know I’m calling the police. That will make him go away.’

Lily started to cry noisily. Clutching his iPad in one hand, Josh reached out his other to Lily.

Maggie didn’t want to see the man in the garden. She didn’t want his face to bring her fear into focus. But she had to do it – he had to know that she was calling for help.

She pushed open the kitchen door with her shoulder and stood there, looking out into the garden. At first she saw nothing, but then the moon shot out like a bullet from behind a fast-moving cloud and illuminated the garden. She jumped.

There he was.

She peered out for a moment to be sure, then let the door slam shut and hurried back along the hall to the children.

‘Lily, the man you saw in the garden. What did he look like?’

Lily’s eyes were like saucers as she turned a serious face up towards her.

‘He was white, with black eyes and an orange nose.’

Josh dropped Lily’s hand and let out a bark of nervous laughter. ‘Lily, you idiot, that’s the snowman.’

Lily gave Josh a fierce look.

Maggie sagged with relief and bent to hug both children to her. One fear may have evaporated, but it didn’t do anything to help the greater worry that there might already be somebody in her house or the garage.

‘Let’s find as many candles as we can, light them all, and then get that torch.’

By the time they had located candles, matches and a not very impressive torch, Maggie’s heart rate had dropped a little, but she wasn’t looking forward to what was ahead. One thing was certain: she was not going out into the garage to check the fuse box without full-on illumination. A feeble torch or Josh’s iPad wasn’t enough. If it was a fuse, it could wait until morning and they could all barricade themselves in the sitting room with candles until it was light.

Maggie didn’t want to leave the children alone while she searched the rest of the house, but she had checked all the downstairs rooms and anybody hiding upstairs would have to pass her to get to them. A part of her knew she was being neurotic, but another part of her was screaming that twenty-four hours ago she wouldn’t have believed any of this was possible – and if the man on the phone had been watching the house he would have seen them go to the shops.

The rest didn’t bear thinking about. Neurotic or not, she had to know they were safe.

‘Okay you two. Just sit quietly at the bottom of the stairs while I see if there’s anything stopping the lights from coming on upstairs.’ She couldn’t think of any other way of explaining why she was searching the entire house.

‘Can I watch the television, Mummy?’

"No, Lil. It won’t work, darling. Sit with Josh, okay?’

Slowly, not knowing if she should be stealthy or should stamp her feet, Maggie made her way up the stairs to the first floor.

She went into Josh’s room and flashed the feeble torch around. Nothing. She walked across to his wardrobe and paused. She had to look inside. She waited, counted to ten, reached out and wrenched the door open then jumped back, shining her light directly into the cupboard. Standing leaning against the wall was a toy sword. She picked it up and used it to push the clothes to one side, but there was nobody there.

With relief she turned, knowing there was one last place to look. She dreaded getting down on her hands and knees. The door was open behind her. She was a perfect target for anybody who wanted to jump her. But she had to check under the bed. She could only do it by counting. She knew when she got to ten she was going to have to get down on the floor and prod under the bed with the sword.

‘Eight, nine, TEN,’ she said and fell to her knees, immediately lifting the covers and poking underneath. The sword didn’t go far. It met resistance – something that gave slightly when touched. Maggie nearly screamed. She shone the light under the bed and fell onto her hip. ‘Jesus,’ she muttered as she looked at the giant panda they had bought Josh when he was little. She had forgotten it. There wasn’t space for anything else under there.

She stood up slowly. There was a flash of light and she almost jumped out of her skin. But it was the power coming back on. Thank God. It really had only been a power cut. Or had somebody switched the power back on in the garage? No. She had to believe it was a power cut.

After the terror of the last thirty minutes, the rest of the search felt relatively easy. It wasn’t until she was coming downstairs that she remembered the loft. And with that thought came a memory of a television drama that had frightened her half to death. A woman was walking unafraid towards her bedroom, pulling off her blouse, getting ready to take a shower. Behind her head, two legs appeared, dangling from the loft hatch. A man had been up there, hiding, waiting for his moment.

Maggie stopped on the stairs and gazed at the hatch. What should she do?

Nothing. She was being ridiculous. There was no reason at all to suspect anybody was in her house. She had to hold fast to that belief. Feeling more than desperate for a glass of wine and cursing Duncan for his rule that no alcohol was kept in their home, she almost collapsed from fear-induced exhaustion on her way downstairs. She had never known her husband to drink anything alcoholic, and if she had more than two glasses of wine he could be distant with her for days. Tonight she would have drunk a whole bottle if it wasn’t for the responsibility of looking after the children. But one glass would have been good.

She let Josh and Lily stay up for longer than usual that evening, and in the end she settled them both in her bed. She climbed in with them and softly sang a few of the silly songs they always sang in the car on long journeys. Lily joined in for a while, but gradually her voice faded and Maggie knew she was asleep. Josh was silent, but his body was too rigid for him to be sleeping. She lowered her voice a little and carried on singing, stroking his curly mop of hair gently. Finally she felt his body relax.

She had to decide what to do next. Even though her earlier fear had gone, it had been replaced by a fear that her husband was involved in something – something bad – and terror of what the caller was planning to do. What was he expecting Duncan to do? Why did her husband only have one more chance? What was happening to her life? How long was she prepared to let this go on before she took control – whatever the consequences?

Every curtain in the house was tightly closed, but somehow that didn’t make her feel safe. Gently extracting herself from her position between the children, she tiptoed over to the bedroom window and pulled back a corner of the curtain to peer out into the night. She could see footprints in the rapidly melting snow, but they could have been theirs from the shopping trip. She couldn’t see anything on the lawn at the front of the house, and the cul-de-sac seemed empty. There was something about a deserted street after snow. It always seemed eerily and unnaturally silent to Maggie.

Realising that she couldn’t get out of bed every five minutes to check if anybody was about, she decided to pull the curtains wide open. If she sat up in bed, she could see the road and watch for anybody walking towards the house. Making as little noise as possible, she pushed a chest of drawers across the door. Nobody was getting in.

As she climbed back into bed to take up her vigil, it felt to Maggie as if the air around her was charged, and she could no longer ignore the fact that something was terribly wrong.

She had no choice. She had to do something. Maybe she could report the threatening phone calls but leave Duncan out of it? But they would ask what the man had said, and it was all about Duncan. If she told them everything, she could see the headlines now: LOCAL PLUMBER, DUNCAN TAYLOR, WANTED IN CONNECTION WITH MURDERED WOMAN. What would that do to her children? Duncan couldn’t possibly have anything to do with it, but nobody would ever trust him again. And what if Duncan was in trouble and she made it worse?

What should she do?

Resolving to tell the police only that her husband had left her, but that since he had gone she had received threatening phone calls from somebody, Maggie picked up the house phone, dreading the conversation ahead. At that moment her mobile buzzed. A message. No number shown, so it had to have come via a website.

With a shaking hand she lifted her phone. If the man had somehow got hold of her mobile number, it could be him. But at least she would have some evidence for the police.

It wasn’t him

‘Mags, please, I beg you, don’t go to the police. I can and will explain everything. I’ve done nothing wrong, I promise, but it might be difficult to prove. Please, Mags, trust me. Dunc xx
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Friday

The words of Duncan’s text had been spinning in Maggie’s head all night. At least she knew he was alive. She missed him so much, but why had he hidden his number? Why wouldn’t he speak to her? He wanted her to trust him, to keep away from the police. But how could she trust him when he had disconnected his phone, left her without a word and been sent a photo of a dead woman? And somebody was making threatening phone calls, somebody who clearly knew Duncan. How could she trust him?

But he was her husband – the father of her children. How could she not trust him? She wanted to scream.

At least it was daylight now, and the fear of last night had retreated to a dark, distant place in her mind. What she was left with was confusion and a low ache of dread – a combination of alarm at the phone calls, the horror of believing that her husband had left her forever and shuddering unease that he was somehow mixed up in the murder of a young woman.

There was something she felt compelled to do. Yesterday, before the horrors of the evening, she had gently quizzed Josh. What time did Daddy pick you up? Did you come straight home? What time was it when he went out again? That wasn’t the only thing she had done. She’d gone into Duncan’s work diary on their shared calendar on her laptop. On Wednesday he had been fixing a boiler for a Mr Jackson. Maggie had jotted down the man’s number and decided to call him before he left for work. He sounded groggy with sleep.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you so early, Mr Jackson,’ she said. ‘My name’s Maggie Taylor, and I believe my husband fixed your boiler on Wednesday – is that correct?’ The man grunted a confirmation. ‘He's misplaced one of his tools, so I’m going through his diary trying to work out where it might be. Have you found a pipe cutter, by any chance?’

She waited for him to say no before asking the critical question. ‘Do you know what time he left?’

She knew this last question was a complete non sequitur but Mr Jackson didn’t comment. He muttered that he thought Duncan had left at about three o’clock in the afternoon and hung up.

According to Josh, Duncan had picked him and Lily up from school at four. Josh said they had been in the after-school club for about half an hour. He could have been wrong, but since getting his first watch he was fairly keen on checking it regularly. That meant it had taken Duncan an hour to get from Mr Jackson’s house to the school. She quickly opened Google Maps and checked the journey. It should only take twenty minutes. That left forty minutes unaccounted for.

He had brought the children home and left again at around 6.30 after receiving the image on his phone.

Although the woman’s body was found in the morning the police believed she had been killed the evening before and the body moved to its final location during the night. They estimated the time of death to be before six pm, but depending on where the body had been kept in the intervening hours – inside or outside – it could have been earlier.

What had Duncan been doing in those missing forty minutes?

The ringing phone made Maggie jump.

‘Maggie? Are you there?’ It was Suzy. ‘Is Duncan back?’

Maggie’s heart slowed to its normal speed. But the relief at it not being her anonymous caller coupled with disappointment that it wasn’t Duncan reduced her to tears.

‘He’s not back. I don’t know what to do. I feel so lost.’

‘Have you tried calling him?’

Maggie choked out a mirthless laugh. ‘What do you think? But his phone’s been disconnected. I just get a long tone. He sent me a text, though – at least, I think it was from him.’

‘How did he do that if his phone’s cut off?’

‘I don’t know, Suze – there was no number, so perhaps he sent it from his laptop. Too much has happened since I spoke to you. I don’t know where to start.’

Slowly, over the course of the next ten minutes, Maggie told her sister the whole tale. She left out nothing but felt like a traitor when she mentioned the photo of the woman on Duncan’s phone. To her credit, Suzy didn’t make it sound any more dramatic than it already was.

‘There’s bound to be an explanation, Maggie. Don’t panic – it won’t help. Look, I’ll catch the first train north tomorrow. I can be with you by the afternoon. We’ll sort it out. Have you called the hospitals?’

Maggie recited everything she had done, but much as she loved Suzy, she didn’t want her here. It would make it so much more difficult for Duncan to come home if he knew he had to face her too.

‘Suzy, please don’t come. I’m sure it will all blow over, whatever it is, and what about the kids?’

‘Ian can have them. He’s been a complete twat recently. He’s cancelled so many times. Let’s see how Rampant Ruthie copes with that, shall we?’

Maggie knew her sister was still struggling to deal with her ex-partner’s betrayal. The hurt shone through each time she mentioned his name.

‘Look, I’ll call you if I need you to come. Okay?’

‘If you’re sure. Just a thought, though. Did Duncan take his passport or any of his other papers?’

Maggie’s breath caught. Why didn’t I think of that?

‘I’ve not checked. Look, sorry Suze, but I need to go. I’ve got to get the kids to school and go to work. I can’t take another day off – you’re expected to turn up even if you’re dying. I’ll call you tomorrow.’

She ran up the stairs, glad to have a sense of purpose. All of their papers were kept in the bottom of their wardrobe in a locked tin box. She retrieved the key from the top drawer of her bedside cabinet, knelt down and pulled it out from under a pile of shoe boxes. Opening the lid, the top item in the pile was Duncan’s passport, and she breathed again. Thank God.

Slowly she went through the papers. Everything seemed to be there, but there was no birth certificate for Duncan. Then she remembered – he had used his passport as evidence of his name and date of birth when they got married. He said his birth certificate had been lost.

She stared at the information page in his passport, which had been renewed a couple of years ago. It occurred to her that this was all she knew of his past – his date of birth and where he was born. She realised she didn’t even know what his mother had been called, and Duncan said his father had never been part of his life.

Slapping the passport against her open palm, she started to wonder whether everything that was happening was somehow related to Duncan’s past – to the part of his life that seemed to be in the shadows, the dark recesses that he had been unwilling to shine too much light into. He had talked in general terms about growing up, but without the detail that would have allowed Maggie to picture him as a child. He was a bit like Josh sometimes – a man of few words when there was something he wasn’t keen to talk about.

It suddenly seemed crucial to Maggie that she uncovered every facet of her husband’s life – as if only by knowing all there was to know would she be able to understand what was happening now. It might be a wild-goose chase, but it would provide a focus. The starting point was his birth certificate. Then at least she would know who his parents were.

Back in the kitchen she pulled her laptop towards her. She had done this job many times for work and knew the websites that provided access to birth certificate details. She typed in his name then entered his birth date, expecting there to be a long list of Duncan Taylors born in 1982. A handful of names appeared, but only two had birth dates in the last quarter of the year. She requested the details of these, paid for the privilege and quickly scanned the results.

She looked again, not believing what she was seeing.

Not one of the entries matched Duncan’s details as shown on his passport. There was no Duncan Taylor with her husband’s date of birth.

It didn’t make sense. To have a passport he would have had to provide evidence of his date and place of birth. So how could it be that there was no Duncan Taylor born on the day listed on his passport?

She triple-checked all the details.

Duncan Taylor did not exist.
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In the absence of any ID found on or near the dead woman, Tom had hoped the artist’s drawing would tell them who she was, but the results were even better than expected. From the moment the television news had broadcast the drawing of the dead girl, the phones hadn’t stopped ringing in the incident room, and one name was coming through loud and clear.

Hayley Walker.

Initial investigations had gone on through the night, and had already revealed that Hayley worked at the Manchester Royal Infirmary as a staff nurse in the cardiology department. Every loss of life felt appalling to Tom, but when it was somebody who had dedicated themselves to helping others it seemed particularly unfair.

Hayley was originally from Australia and had no relatives in the UK. Her parents had been informed there was a possibility that the victim was their daughter and had tried repeatedly to contact her, but on getting no response had decided to catch the first flight from Melbourne. Tom could only imagine what a journey that would be as the agony of uncertainty stretched for twenty-four hours.

Becky had gone to the hospital to interview colleagues of Hayley Walker to get as much background as she could, so Tom was surprised when he received a call from one of the team manning the incident room.

‘Sir, a doctor from Manchester Royal has come in. She saw the news this morning and came straight here, not realising that we were interviewing at the hospital. She said she’d like to talk to somebody. DI Robinson says she’s not going to be back for hours yet, and wondered if you’d be happy to talk to her.’

Tom asked the sergeant to show her to an interview room, and wait with her. He would be down shortly. He pulled the sparse file towards him and made his way downstairs.

When he pushed open the door to one of their more pleasant interview rooms, an attractive young woman with mid-length wavy auburn hair was pacing up and down the room, still wearing a dark grey raincoat over jeans and flat-heeled boots. She stopped when Tom entered and turned towards him.

‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I’m Louisa Knight. Can you tell me what’s happened? Is it really Hayley’s body you’ve found?’

She looked up at Tom, her brown eyes pleading for a denial.

‘Please, Miss Knight, do sit down and I’ll tell you what we know.’

She reversed up to the seat, never taking her eyes off Tom. ‘It’s Doctor, actually, but call me Louisa.’

‘Okay, Louisa, I’m Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas.’ He held out his hand and she gave it a brief, firm shake.

Tom pulled out a chair facing her and sat down. He took out a copy of the drawing of the victim from the file and placed it face down on the table.

‘We don’t know for sure if this is Hayley Walker,’ Tom said, ‘but the body of a young woman was found yesterday morning very early, and it’s my opinion that the drawing is accurate.’

Tom turned over the picture.

‘Oh my God.’ Louisa’s hand shot to her mouth and her horrified eyes turned to Tom. ‘That’s Hayley.’

Tom could see the genuine distress in the young woman’s eyes; she was clearly fighting to retain some control.

‘How do you know Hayley?’ he asked.

‘I expect you already know she’s a nurse on the cardiology ward. I’m an anaesthetist, and I spend a lot of time with patients in that department, so I’m on and off the ward several times a day.’

‘It would be helpful if you could tell me a bit about Hayley – who her friends were, whether she had a boyfriend. Basically anything and everything you can think of. The top she’s wearing, for example. Is that something she would have only chosen to wear for an important occasion?’

Louisa nodded, looking down briefly at her hands before raising her eyes to Tom’s.

‘It’s her one and only designer item – Issey Miyake, I think. She bought it on eBay and couldn’t stop talking about it at work. She said it was the bargain of the century. She wouldn’t have worn it to go to the shops, that’s for sure. She must have been going somewhere special.’

Speaking quietly, Louisa Knight provided Tom with as many details as she could. She and Hayley had been friends but weren’t particularly close. They worked on the same ward and had done now for over a year. It was a small team, and they were quite sociable when they were off-duty.

‘Did she have a boyfriend, do you know?’ Tom asked.

Louisa frowned. ‘I’m not sure of the answer to that. I’ve been on nights, and Hayley was on the early shift, so I saw her to say hi to as she arrived and I left, but not much more than that. There was something, though. Recently she had a bit of a glow about her – a kind of secret smile. In the one brief conversation we had a couple of days ago I jokingly asked her if she had a new man and she blushed. She said she hadn’t, but she did think somebody was interested – somebody who she’d known a while but who had never seemed keen until recently. She said she’d felt his eyes watching her.’

Tom felt his pulse quicken a fraction.

‘Did you get any indication of who this person was?’

‘No. Nothing. She wouldn’t tell me any more because she thought it might influence the way I behaved towards him. I said, “Do you mean it’s one of the team?” and she clammed up completely, saying she was probably imagining things.’

Tom waited, wondering if Louisa would have anything to add.

‘If we hadn’t been chatting in the corridor I would have asked for more details, but it didn’t seem appropriate with other people walking past all the time. I should have pushed her, shouldn’t I? If she was wearing that top I bet she was on a date, and I might at least have been able to tell you who with.’

Tom couldn’t deny it because whoever Hayley had been planning to meet he or she hadn’t come forward. And that wasn’t a good sign.
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Louisa Knight had seemed like the perfect person to ask to give a preliminary confirmation that the dead girl was Hayley Walker. A formal identification would also be necessary, but for now Louisa’s word would be enough to use as the basis of their investigation, and as a doctor she wasn’t going to be fazed by seeing a body. The faster they had some focus, the better their chances of catching the killer, and after the debacle with Leo it was important they got this right. Tom asked Louisa to take as long as she needed.

‘Yes, it’s her,’ she said to Tom, her voice quiet and even. ‘That’s definitely Hayley Walker.’ She held her hand against the pane of glass, as if wishing her friend goodbye. Her eyes looked huge, swimming as they were with unshed tears, but she was composed. ‘What can I do to help you catch the person who killed her?’

Tom looked down at her slight figure and felt an urge to reach out to her. Having been through a similar experience that morning, he knew how she must feel, and seeing the body again had reminded him of Leo. He wished to God he knew where she was so that he could stop worrying about her on top of searching for this killer.

‘It would be helpful if you could try to remember everything Hayley said to you about the person who suddenly seemed interested in her. Was there anybody she was especially close to? Did she have a particular friend who might know more about this man?’

‘Not that I know of. As I said, we’re a friendly bunch and socialise quite a bit. But not in a best-friend sort of way, if that makes sense.’

It made perfect sense to Tom. Work colleagues were great to spend time with, but perhaps not always the people you chose to share your happiness or fears with.

‘Could you give me any suggestions as to who it might be, do you think? It doesn’t matter if you’re wrong. I’ll get my team to interview everybody at the hospital to see if she mentioned who she was meeting or where she was going.’

‘As far as I can tell, they’re a harmless bunch, and I’ve honestly no idea who she was talking about. I’ll go home and make a list of everybody that Hayley came into contact with, if you like. What shall I do when I’ve finished?’

Tom fished in his pocket for his wallet and drew out a card. ‘Give me a call. We’ll get a list from the hospital too, but it would be great to look at the two side by side to see who she’s most likely to have had some sort of relationship with.’

Tom’s phone rang. It was Becky.

‘Excuse me,’ he said and walked a few feet away so that Becky’s voice couldn’t be heard.

‘Tom, we’ve been through everything here at the hospital and nothing is standing out at the moment. We’ve been to Hayley’s flat – it’s only about ten minutes away. We’ve found nothing to indicate where she went on Wednesday afternoon or evening. We know she left work early. She said she had a blinding headache and thought she was getting a migraine. It was nearly the end of the shift, so they said she could go.’

‘Did anybody speak to her later, to check how she was?’

‘We haven’t been able to find her mobile. It’s probably at the bottom of the canal, so we’re waiting to find out which phone company she was with to get her call records. But we checked her home phone, and only one call was received between her leaving the hospital and the time we assume she met her killer. It was from the cardiology ward.’

‘I assume you’ve asked everybody if they spoke to her?’

‘Of course, and nobody’s admitting to it.’

Tom ended the call with Becky and turned back to Louisa, explaining that Hayley had left early but had received a call from the ward.

‘Who would have been around on the ward? We need to concentrate on those who had the opportunity to phone her.’

Louisa frowned and shook her head.

‘I’m sorry, but if the call came at around the hand-over time between the early and late shifts, everybody except the night staff would have been there. The phone’s in use a lot, so even if we made a list of people who were seen making a call, it probably wouldn’t help.’

‘And of course,’ Tom said, ‘the call from the ward may have had nothing to do with it at all.’
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Josh had been a complete pain that morning, and Maggie could have done without him playing up. He wouldn’t get out of bed, and then he got dressed so slowly she thought they were going to be late for school.

‘Josh, come here,’ she said as she sat on his bed watching him laboriously put his socks on. He shuffled across the floor and leaned against her legs. ‘I know you’re worried about Daddy. We all are. I’m not going to lie to you. I don’t know why he had to go when he did, but there will be a good reason. I promise you.’

Maggie stroked his hair gently.

‘Why do you have to go to work? Why can’t you stay with us?’

The last thing she wanted to do was leave her children. But yesterday she had used the weather as a barely plausible excuse and if she called in sick today she knew the partners would start to think she was a skiver. She was on a three-month probationary period and right now the last thing she needed was to lose her job.

‘I’m going to take you to school and book you into the after-school club. I will be coming for you, I promise – just a bit later than Daddy picks you up. Okay?’

She couldn’t see her son’s face, but his head nodded.

‘Come on then, and perhaps we can grab a pizza for tea tonight. How does that sound?’

This time the nod was marginally more enthusiastic.

The drive into work had passed without Maggie noticing it – all she could think of was Duncan: where he was; who he was. Even the thought of the interview she had to conduct with Alf Horton that morning didn’t succeed in pushing her thoughts away from her own problems. The colleague who had taken over from her yesterday had already called to say he was only too glad to hand her client back to her. Now she was at Manchester’s divisional police HQ waiting to see Horton, and every muscle in her body was taut. She had to will herself to enter the room.

The new custody suite was better than most, but an interview room was an interview room. The smell of fear hadn’t yet permeated the walls, but if anybody was frightened right now, it was Maggie, not her client. Her job was to find a way to get this dreadful man off – to have him found innocent of crimes she was certain he had committed. Before facing him, though, she had asked Frank Denman to attend for the final time to assess whether Horton might be considered mentally disordered, bringing into question his fitness to plead.

‘How have you been, Maggie?’ Frank asked as he walked into the featureless room, removing his overcoat. For a man who she guessed was in his mid-fifties, Frank’s clothes had always struck her as belonging to somebody older. Maybe it was the shades of beige that he favoured and the chunky knitted sweaters, which seemed to accentuate, rather than disguise, his slender form.

‘Fine, thanks. Let’s make a start, shall we?’

‘Fine? Really? Why don’t I believe that?’ he asked, his eyebrows raised. ‘You don’t look fine. Do you want to talk about it?’

Maggie took a breath and let it out slowly. ‘Thanks for asking, but honestly I’m okay. Just stressed by bloody Alf Horton. I’m sorry I was snowed-in yesterday, but I’m here now so let’s get on with it, shall we?’

‘Okay. You know where I am if you need me. Any time.’ Frank pulled some papers out of his briefcase and stuck a pair of frameless glasses onto his slightly beakish nose. ‘What do you know about personality disorders?’

‘Not much. Why? Do you think that’s what Horton has?’

Frank shrugged. ‘At one time psychopathic disorder was classified as a mental disorder. But not all psychopaths are violent, and not all violent people are psychopaths. Whether we can still play that card or not, I don’t know. I suggest you look at the most up-to-date thinking on personality disorders. You might find it useful. I’ll email you some links.’

‘Thanks.’

Frank made his way into the adjoining room so that he could listen to the interview, and Maggie put on a headpiece so he could prompt her with any specific questions. Frank had opted to be absent from the interviews, convinced that Horton would respond better to a one-on-one situation, particularly if that one was female, but she was relieved that he was close by.

She looked up and saw the custody sergeant at the glass window in the door. He nodded to her – the signal that he had brought her client.

She shuddered at the thought of having to talk to this man. But the police were right outside the door, and Frank in the next room. Nothing could happen to her.
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By the time her interview with Horton concluded, it was almost lunchtime. Maggie normally grabbed a sandwich at her desk, but today she was going to take her full hour and drive into town to visit the newly refurbished Central Library, the home of the more recent Manchester Evening News archive. She wasn’t holding out much hope that the scrap of newspaper would prove significant, but she would try anything at this point. She was desperate.

The impressive Central Library building made little impact on Maggie as she entered, although she was struck by how the atmosphere of libraries had changed. There was no sense of a hush and whispered voices; people were talking at their normal volume. The smell of fresh paint mingled with a whiff of burnt toast coming from the café on the right, and she felt her stomach rumble. She had barely eaten for the last two days, and had no idea what would happen if she tried. Her throat felt permanently closed with fear and stress.

She looked around at the banks of computers and microfilm machines, unsure where to go until a helpful volunteer pointed Maggie in the direction of a small, insignificant-looking desk at the back of the room. It was unmanned. Maggie looked at her watch and scanned the room right and left, unable to sit or stand still.

‘Come with me. We need to go to the microfilm section,’ the librarian said when she finally turned up. ‘Can you give me the year, dear?’

Maggie gave her the full date and the woman selected a drawer and pulled out a white cardboard box marked ‘November 10th-16th, 2003’. She took Maggie over to a microfilm machine and threaded up the reel.

‘There are fast and slow buttons in both directions – it’s really easy to use,’ she said with a smile.

Maggie knew she should respond positively, but said nothing. Her hands had gone damp. She didn’t know if she should look or not. Would it be worse to find something that related to Duncan, or to find nothing and discover her only lead – if that’s what it was – was worthless? She didn’t know.

Finally she leaned forward and stared at the screen. She pressed a button and heard the machine whirr into life. It was easy to find the date she wanted. One story dominated the front page.

It was a report of a hit-and-run accident in central Manchester. A boy, Stephen Latimer, had been on his way home from a club in town at two in the morning. He had stepped out into the road to avoid some people walking in the opposite direction. A car had hit him from behind, but the driver hadn’t stopped. He was now critically injured in hospital. There was a description of the car – a dark blue Renault – but no registration number. Stephen had been with two other people, Carl Boardman and Adya Kamala. The driver of the car was described as young – no more than early twenties – with dark hair.

Maggie leaned back in her chair and looked up hoping for inspiration.

The librarian walked across. ‘Are you okay?’

Maggie sat up straight. ‘Yes, I’m sorry. Is it possible to get a printout of this page?’

Five minutes later Maggie was handed the page, paid and put it into her bag. A glance at her watch told her she still had about fifteen minutes before she needed to get back to the office. She had noticed the signs advertising free Wi-Fi so pulled her laptop out of her bag and found a desk. She started to work her way through the names she had found in the newspaper article and found plenty on Stephen Latimer and his accident but nothing on either of his friends. It appeared that the driver of the car had never been traced – or at least if he had, it was never reported.

She was running out of time, and at the last minute thought about Frank Denman’s suggestion that she look up personality disorders. If she could find something that would get Alf Horton off her hands, that would be one less thing to worry about.

She loaded up the first of the reference pages he had suggested.


The psychopaths around you

Given the estimate that as many as 1 per cent of the population could be psychopathic, it follows that we must all know somebody who fits that category. But can we recognise him or her?

Psychopaths learn to mimic emotions, despite their inability to actually feel them, and will appear normal to unsuspecting people.

The mother of famous serial killer Ted Bundy said he was ‘the best son any mother could have’ and many psychopaths hold down important jobs. Key characteristics of psychopathy include pathological lying, a lack of remorse and a high degree of superficial charm, and it is these traits that enable a psychopath to hide in plain sight. He (or she) might adopt a persona and play the role so well that those associated with him (or her) have no concept of the true lack of emotion that exists beneath the well-thought-out personality that has been adopted.



Maggie read on about how psychopaths were meticulous planners and how this distinguished them from sociopaths. She wasn’t sure how this related to Alf Horton. Had people around him thought of him as an average bloke? What did his mother, with whom apparently he had always lived, think of him? Was he, in fact, a psychopath at all, or was he a sociopath?

She didn’t have the energy to worry about Alf Horton’s mental state right now. She was far more concerned about what was going on in her husband’s mind.
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12 years ago – May 31st

Serial killers were nowhere near as common as television and film would have you believe, and definitions varied. But most authorities agreed that two or more murders committed by one or more offenders constituted serial murder. Tom knew that if this was what was happening here, it was unlikely that the perpetrator would stop at two.

Another myth was that serial killers are all dysfunctional loners. Most appear to be normal members of the community. But without any link between the girls, where were they supposed to look?

Two dead girls, and not a single tangible lead they could follow up with any degree of enthusiasm. Other than the fact that they were both students, there didn’t appear to be any connection between the two victims at all, although they were a similar age with the same body type and hair colour and in death they had looked practically identical. But in life they appeared very different – their makeup, their smiles, their clothes, their attitudes.

It hadn’t taken long to identify the girl found at Mayfield station as Tamsin Grainger – a party girl, by all accounts. In photographs provided by family and friends she was clearly posing for each picture, head tilted slightly back showing a full set of teeth. Sonia’s pictures, on the other hand, showed a girl smiling shyly, as if caught unawares. Although their features were similar, in every other way they were chalk and cheese. They moved in different circles – or in Sonia’s case no circle at all to speak of – and they were studying different subjects with lectures at opposite ends of the campus.

The truth was, Victor Elliott’s crack team of detectives couldn’t find one point of contact between the two girls, and it was getting Tom down. He knew he wasn’t the only one who was frustrated, but the dispirited air in the incident room was preventing him from thinking straight.

He moved away from his desk, mentally shutting out the background noise of the room – the ringing phones, the quiet voices of detectives engaged in endless telephone interviews with anybody and everybody who might know something – and looked out of the window at the darkening skies, brooding and threatening. It had been hot for May, and the pressure had been building to its current oppressive state for days. A storm was needed, but until it broke the muggy atmosphere settled around everybody like a heavy overcoat.

Something had been nagging at the back of Tom’s mind but he couldn’t grasp the thought; it kept slipping away. He had to escape the stifling atmosphere and get some air.

Almost without a conscious decision, Tom found himself back at the scene of Sonia’s murder, absorbing the tranquillity of Pomona Island. It felt like a place apart, removed from the real world. While the rest of Manchester carried on its day-to-day business with trains, cars and trams buzzing noisily around the city streets, here there was a sense of being cut off from reality. Manchester was reduced to no more than a background noise and by focusing on the sounds in close proximity – the lapping of the water, the birdsong and the hum of insects – it was possible to believe the city was miles away. Tom sought the same peace in his mind, thrusting his myriad confusing thoughts into the background to focus solely on what had happened here.

He struggled to suppress an irrational sense of guilt about these murders: he had been desperate for an interesting case, anything to take his mind off his own worries. It hadn’t worked, though. He managed to focus on the case for most of the time, but his concern about his marriage kept sneaking up on him. Throughout the second half of last year Tom had been sure he was heading for a divorce. Kate had seemed to be permanently irritated by him and by his choice of career. Then suddenly she had changed – smiling more, singing around the house. A couple of months later she announced she was pregnant. Excited as he was about the baby, Tom still didn’t know what had changed, and he didn’t want to think about it too much. That was why he had silently prayed for a case that would occupy his mind – to make sure it had no time to wander into uncharted territory.

Now, as he walked along the overgrown path that ran through the middle of Pomona Island and back towards the crime scene, it felt as if his desire for something more intriguing had been granted – and in spades. He had not one but two cases, and they were going to need all of his brainpower.

It was over three weeks since Sonia had died and now the only thing marking the spot was a piece of crime scene tape that had caught on a woody shrub and was fluttering in the warm, humid breeze. He pictured Sonia Beecham as she would have looked before the tent was erected around her – the way she would have been found by the dog walker. She had been sitting up.

That was another reason Tamsin’s body at Mayfield station had spooked him. Not only did she have similar colouring and hair to Sonia Beecham, she too had been sitting up, propped against the wall. Why was sitting up important? Or was it? Maybe it was convenient to leave the bodies like that, but it seemed like something more. The similarity between them and the way in which they seemed to have been positioned suggested that they were on display. But to whom? And why?

The dark skies were suddenly split apart by a bright shard of sunlight, illuminating the exact spot where Sonia had been found, which reminded Tom of an idea he’d had, an idea his boss seemed to think was irrelevant. Sonia wasn’t a big girl, but she wasn’t a size zero either. She looked to Tom’s untutored eye to be a healthy size twelve. Transporting her here would have been no easy matter, as the SOCO team had said.

He looked about him. The general view was that she had been brought by car to the Pomona Strand entrance to the island because it was the most accessible by vehicle. But it wasn’t the only possibility. There were other ways onto the island that were less accessible by car, but what if she had been killed somewhere nearby, and a car hadn’t been necessary at all?

There was still the issue of having to carry a deadweight for some distance, and Tom couldn’t help wondering if this was the work of more than one person. But his boss wouldn’t have it. ‘This isn’t bloody America, Douglas. Our serial killers come in singles.’ And that was the end of it - no further discussion allowed – but it didn’t stop Tom thinking, and he fought the temptation to mention Brady and Hindley or Fred and Rosemary West to Victor Elliott. It would only have made him more entrenched in his opinion.

Mayfield station presented even more difficulties for transporting a body. They had considered the use of a wheelbarrow at Pomona, but at Mayfield that would have been impossible. Tamsin Grainger must have been carried upstairs from the level of the road to the level of the platform, and she was a similar size. There were a lot of stairs, and it wasn’t something Tom would have liked to attempt on his own.

As his mind spun through the options, a call came through on his radio. It was his young DC, Philippa Stanley.

‘Sir, I think you’d better get back here sharpish. The boss is ranting and raving that you’re never here when you’re needed, and some girl has come in to say she’s been attacked.’

Shit. He knew he shouldn’t have risked coming here when the DCI was in the office. It was sod’s law that something would come up.

Tom jogged back along the gravel path, his calm and fresh perspective shot to pieces.
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By the time Tom got back to the office, Victor Elliott had wound himself up into a ball of red-hot anger. His already florid face was almost purple with totally unnecessary rage. Tom was aware that behind his back Victor always referred to him as ‘smart-arse Douglas’ simply because Tom had a degree, and his dismissal of every word that Philippa Stanley uttered simply because of her fast-track status – and the fact that she was a woman – was embarrassing.

Tom listened to Elliott’s rant without showing the slightest expression – something else guaranteed to rile his boss.

‘And that stupid cow you’ve got working for you at the moment should have known where you were. I thought she was supposed to be clever.’

‘Clever, sir, not psychic,’ Tom answered.

Before Victor had the opportunity to respond, Philippa knocked gently on the door.

‘What?’ the DCI shouted.

‘The young lady would like to give her report and leave, sir. She has a training session this evening, so hasn’t got time to hang around.’

‘Bloody hell! Does she want us to catch the guy who attacked her or not? Go, you two, and don’t come back until you’ve got some answers.’

Tom didn’t need telling twice, and on the way to the interview room Philippa filled him in. The girl had come in to report that she had been attacked the night before in her room at the university. She had called in the attack immediately, but it was only after she had gone through the standard interview process that anybody realised the incident might be related to the two murders.

‘How’s she coping?’ Tom asked.

‘She seems more angry than frightened by the fact that, in her words, “Some bastard tried to kill me,”’ Philippa said. ‘She’s also annoyed that although she went through it all in the early hours of this morning, she’s now having to do it again.’

They pushed open the door to the interview room, and Tom tried not to let the surprise show on his face. Sitting in a chair was a girl who looked remarkable similar to their first two victims. Pretty, blonde, hair in a bob, but the similarity ended when she jumped up from her chair, clearly glad to see that finally something was happening.

‘Hello,’ she said, extending a hand and shaking Tom’s vigorously. ‘My name is Freja Blom. I’m Swedish. You are going to catch this nasty bastard, yes?’

Tom was impressed by her anger. Her mouth was set in a hard line, and he couldn’t decide how much of it was her way of dealing with the fear that she must have experienced. But there was no sign of that – just determination to catch the man who had tried to kill her.

Once they had convinced her that unfortunately she was going to have to repeat her version of events to them, she needed little prompting to tell her tale as quickly as she could. She started to speak before Tom and Philippa had the chance to ask her a question.

‘I sleep on the ground floor of the halls of residence, but it was a warm night and I left the window open a little. Nobody would steal from me – I don’t have much. I don’t know what woke me, but there was a change in the feeling of the room. I don’t remember a noise. More like any sound was being absorbed by another body and the air had become more dense.’

Tom remained silent and signalled the enthusiastic Philippa to say nothing either. Freja was staring into thin air, her whole body concentrating on the memory.

‘When I opened my eyes, he was standing there – a man with a stocking over his face. His features were squashed, but I can tell you now that I would know him again. I am used to people’s faces looking distorted, but still I know who they are.’

Tom made a note. They would need to come back to that one.

‘He was holding my spare pillow. Before I could scream he pushed it down over my face and held it there. I fought him, but I couldn’t get to any flesh to get his skin under my nails. So I held my breath and let my body go limp.’

She took a long drink from a bottle of water she had been clasping since she arrived, then continued her story.

‘He held on for longer than I thought, and I felt myself begin to drift – to become semi-conscious. I felt the pillow lift, but I just lay there. By then I had kicked off all the covers, and I was only wearing a T-shirt. I thought he was going to rape me.’

She leaned forward, her folded arms resting on the table, her face inches from Tom’s. ‘The sick bastard thought I was dead! He lifted the bottom of my nightie and he cut me with a knife. I show you.’

‘It’s fine, Freja – we can get the doctor to look,’ Tom said.

She shrugged. ‘It’s no problem for me.’

Freja pushed her chair back, stood up and without hesitation lifted her short skirt to reveal the edge of a pair of white cotton knickers and the evidence of what had been done to her. There was one long deep cut high on her left thigh. ‘I screamed, and he leapt back from the bed. He seemed more frightened than me, because he thought he had killed me. So I screamed and screamed some more, called him a dirty fucking pervert and a stream of other Swedish words, and he bolted.’

Christ – how does a girl of this age learn to be so self-possessed? Tom thought.

‘Freja,’ Tom said, ‘you’ve had a lucky escape and you’ve been incredibly brave. Do you think you can you tell me anything about the man at all?’

‘He was more a boy than a man, I would say,’ she replied. ‘He was tall, but not heavy or muscly.’

‘And you said you are used to seeing people’s faces distorted. Why’s that?’

‘Oh, I’m a swimmer. I see people under water. Nobody looks normal when they’re swimming.’

Tom realised that her ability to hold her breath for so long had saved her life, and was about to tell her so when she said something that made him freeze.

‘Sorry, Freja. Can you say that again, please?’

‘I said I thought I would recognise him, but I am not so sure about the man standing outside the window, watching.’
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Three lines carved into a leg. Three original victims, even if one did escape. Unless, of course, there had been more victims, ones they had never found.

The more Tom thought about the victim found yesterday – Hayley Walker – the more convinced he was that she had to be linked to the murders of Sonia Beecham and Tamsin Grainger. While Hayley bore not the slightest resemblance to the previous victims, the placing of the three lines on the leg had to be significant. Did that mean that Hayley was going to be the first of three?

He stood up from his desk, grabbed his Barbour jacket from behind the door and checked he had his phone and car keys. There had to be a common factor, surely, between those victims and this one, but it had all happened so long ago, and even though he had read and reread the files, the words conveyed only the facts. He needed images – pictures that might spark off something, a little nugget deeply entrenched in his memory, and for that he needed to go back to where it all began. He remembered making the same trip then but hoped this time it would be more productive.

Tom headed west on the Mancunian Way, around the city and onto the main road leading to Old Trafford, turning off to the right towards the strip of wasteland that he hadn’t visited for nearly twelve years. He pulled the car up behind a couple of other vehicles parked in the dead-end street. No doubt a few dog walkers would be around – whatever the weather, some things just had to be done.

The double gates that allowed vehicles through to the island were closed and padlocked, but a pedestrian gate to one side was open, and Tom walked through it barely aware of his surroundings. There were so many thoughts running through his head. Where was Leo? Had she gone away without telling anybody, or had something happened to her? Images of her in the best of their times together, memories of her warm laughter or her gentle hands, hit him whenever he allowed his mind to stray from the murder of Hayley Walker.

Right now, though, he wanted to know why they hadn’t been able to solve those crimes twelve years ago. What had they missed? Was any of it his fault, because his head had been full of his worries about Kate and the future of their marriage? Had he failed to give the murders the attention they deserved? What could the past tell them that would help them find the killer this time? One thing was certain: he wasn’t going to fail in this investigation. He had never stopped believing that they had let Sonia and Tamsin down badly, and had been relieved when there were no other victims. At least, not that they knew of.

He walked across the island to where Sonia had been found. He stared at the spot for a few minutes, remembering the warm day and the pretty girl sitting upright against a tree stump, looking for all the world as if she were taking some sun. At least, she would have had it not been for the eyes, staring sightlessly ahead of her and the thick line of dark red blood around her neck. That day the earth was baked and wild flowers were blooming. Today, the ground was soggy underfoot and the island didn’t look so beautiful.

He turned to look across the river. It was wide here and the water was choppy. Pivoting on his heel to look in the opposite direction, the previously derelict mills beyond the narrow Bridgewater Canal that bordered the other side of the island were now mainly renovated and converted into apartments, and only this sliver of land remained unclaimed by modernisation.

Tom remembered the mills. Twelve years ago he had wanted to search those most accessible to the island by bridge. He had found a narrow footpath from this tiny scrap of wilderness that led back over the canal towards the deserted buildings. It was closer to where they had found Sonia’s body than the main footpath. On Tom’s insistence, the DCI had asked uniforms to check if entry to the old mills was possible, and they had returned to report that the buildings were secured, with all doors padlocked. So Victor had declared it a dead end not worthy of further investigation. Any traces of those murders – any blood or DNA from the girls – would by now have been eradicated during the renovation work, and Tom was angry with himself for not persisting with that line of enquiry.

He searched his memory for a kernel of an idea that might make everything start to make sense. It was there. He knew it was. And he was going to find it.

He thrust his hands into his pockets and walked determinedly back towards where he had left his car. Coming here hadn’t given him the answer he craved, but it had reminded him that the past held secrets the previous investigation hadn’t uncovered. And he was damned if he was going to be beaten this time.
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As he drove back to the office, Tom’s mind was only partly on the road – enough to avoid him hitting the car in front – but mostly he was in another time, another place, rifling through every fact, every impression that he’d had. He was only vaguely aware of the woman standing alone on the side of the road opposite police headquarters.

Indicating right to turn across the busy road and into the car park, a flash of colour caught his eye. It was an emerald-green scarf that had attracted his attention, and it was worn around the neck of a woman with long, dark hair and bright red lipstick wearing a black raincoat.

‘Leo!’ Tom almost gasped out her name.

He glanced back to where the woman stood, staring at the offices from across the road as if unsure whether to cross or not. Unable to stop in the middle of the road, Tom drove as quickly as he could into the car park. Typically there were no spaces close to the entrance. He muttered an expletive and pulled into the first available slot, jumped out of the car and ran back towards the road.

As he reached the visitors’ area of the car park, a door opened and he heard his name. ‘Tom? Do you have a moment, please?’

He didn’t stop to see who it was. ‘Just a minute,’ he called over his shoulder.

He couldn’t see her. Where had she gone?

‘Come on, Leo. Where are you?’ he muttered, scanning up and down the road. But she wasn’t there. There was no black coat, no tall, slender woman with hair below her shoulders. The scarf was unusual, though. He had never seen Leo wear any colour at all.

He stood where he was for a few more minutes, knowing she had gone and he wasn’t going to find her.

‘Bugger,’ he muttered.

‘Tom?’ The same voice spoke from behind him and he turned round. He recognised the face of a young man with dark, curly hair and a slightly sallow complexion, but couldn’t place it.

‘I’m Luca Molino – Daniela’s boyfriend from next door to Leo.’

‘Luca, of course. I’m sorry – my mind was elsewhere. What can I do for you?’

‘I wanted to speak to you about Leo.’ He looked down at the ground and back up again. ‘I’m afraid Daniela didn’t tell you everything.’

Tom felt a moment of anger at Luca’s girlfriend. When somebody was missing, every scrap of information could help. He forced himself not to show his irritation. ‘Come into the office out of the cold,’ he said. ‘We’ll grab a meeting room and you can tell me.’

Tom ushered Luca inside, organised a cup of coffee and waited for him to find the words.

‘When you came to visit, Daniela thought you were worried about Leo because she’s your ex-girlfriend, and perhaps you wanted to get back together with her.’

Tom said nothing. He didn’t want to influence Luca’s story one way or another, but this did explain why he had wondered about the brevity of Luca’s translation of Daniela’s long burst of Italian.

‘She told me just to tell you when she had last seen her – Saturday – and that was the truth. Then I saw the picture of the girl who’s been killed. She looks so much like Leo that I thought I should come to see you. Daniela didn’t want me to, because she thought you would be angry with her for not telling you everything. She doesn’t know I’m here now.’

‘I’m glad you are, Luca. I’m very concerned for Leo.’

‘The thing is, Leo has a new man in her life, and Daniela wasn’t sure how you would take that. She’s been seeing him for about two months. He’s quite a high flyer – corporate finance, I believe. I think she went to Cheltenham with him, to the racing earlier this month. She had to buy a hat. I remember that because she came round to ask Dani if it suited her.’

Tom felt for a moment that it should have been him she had modelled the hat for. Maybe he should have taken her to the races. He couldn’t help wondering why Ellie or Max hadn’t told him about this man. As if reading Tom’s mind, Luca answered the unasked question.

‘She didn’t tell anybody about him apart from Dani. She knew we would see him coming and going so it was better if she told Dani so she wouldn’t gossip.’ The look on Luca’s face suggested that would be a tall order. ‘She asked Dani not to say anything because she wanted to see how it went before she told her family.’

That sounded like Leo. She wouldn’t want to expose herself in case it didn’t work out.

‘Do you know his name, who he works for, where he lives – anything that might help me track him down.’

Luca nodded. ‘She said he was a partner in his firm, and we knew his name was Julian. But no surname. He drives a big Merc.’

Tom couldn’t think of anything else to ask. He was fairly sure that there wouldn’t be too many Julians who were partners in a corporate finance firm, so it was likely they could track him down.

He stood up. ‘Thanks for coming in, Luca. You’ve been a great help. Leo’s obviously keeping this relationship close to her chest and is waiting to see how it goes.’

‘I’m not so sure if it’s still going or not. Dani thought they’d had a row, because the last time he was with her – Friday, I think – he left before midnight. We were coming back from a bar in town and he came out of the front door quickly. He didn’t look happy. We stood back out of his way. He didn’t know us, and we only knew who he was because Dani’s nosy. That was the night before we saw Leo for the last time.’

‘Did he usually stay the night, then?’ Tom asked, realising that this might sound intrusive, although he was actually trying to decide if this man had somebody to go home to – which could make a difference. At least, that’s what he told himself as he ignored the stab of jealousy at the thought.

‘Yes, I think so. Dani’s not so nosy that she kept a watch on him, but we did see him leave at about six in the morning more than once. We heard Leo’s door close, and of course Dani leapt out of bed to see who came out.’ Luca’s eyes didn’t quite meet Tom’s, and Tom realised that they had probably done exactly the same each time he had gone to Leo’s. Six had been his normal time to leave too.

Luca headed towards the door.

‘Well, I expect they made it up and she’s gone away with him somewhere for a week or so,’ Tom said, holding out his hand to Luca.

‘Oh, I don’t think so. He turned up a couple of days after we realised she wasn’t home. That would have been Monday. He knocked on our door to ask if we’d seen her.’

Tom felt a stab of concern. He would have felt much happier if Leo had been away with her new man.

‘Clearly the flowers didn’t work,’ Luca said, a small frown furrowing the skin between his eyes.

‘Flowers?’ Tom said.

‘The day after the row. Late Saturday morning. A delivery guy arrived carrying a huge bunch of flowers. It was the biggest arrangement I had ever seen, so we guessed it was an apology.’

Tom remembered the drying petal he had found. But no flowers – neither in a vase, nor in the bin.
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Tom was still struggling with the idea that Leo had been standing outside police HQ, maybe looking for him, and he hadn’t been able to get to her in time. If it really was Leo of course. Everything about the woman looked so similar from the far side of the road, but the green scarf was an unlikely choice. Since then he had called Leo, left messages, tried to contact her on every form of social media that he knew she used, but he had heard nothing. He had also asked one of his team to check out all corporate finance firms in Manchester with a partner called Julian, but Tom’s main focus had to be on the murder of Hayley Walker.

He was in the incident room when Becky returned from several long hours at the hospital. She flopped into a chair, rested her elbows on her desk and cupped her hands under her chin. It was a pose he had seen many times. He always thought of it as her thinking-but-not-getting-anywhere-fast look.

‘What’s up, Becky?’ he asked.

‘Oh, nothing.’ She blew out a puff of air through pursed lips. ‘Except that all I seem to have for my day’s labour is a lot of paper, several lists and not a clue who would have wanted to hurt Hayley Walker.’ She picked up a pile of files and let them drop again on the desk.

Tom leant against the wall, one leg crossed over the other. ‘Well, the doctor who came in this morning – Louisa Knight – has gone away to come up with a list of people Hayley might have had an interest in, or vice versa. She’s called and offered to come and talk it through with us. You bring your list, and we’ll see what we’ve got.’

‘I can do that, boss,’ Becky said. ‘There’s no need for both of us, just because I’m in a grump.’

‘No, it’s okay, Becky. I want to hear what she has to say. Anyway, something might ring a bell with the crimes from twelve years ago.’

He was relieved that Becky seemed to have recovered a little from her fluster the day before, even if it had been replaced with a cantankerous attitude. He always thought Becky was at the top of her game when she was at her most stroppy, and he smiled to himself.

Louisa was waiting for them in a meeting room, and she stood up when Tom and Becky entered. She had removed her coat and was wearing an apricot silk shirt that complemented the colour of her hair. She smiled at Tom and held her hand out to Becky as Tom introduced them.

‘I’ve made the list you asked for.’ She briefly waved a sheet of A4 paper in the air. ‘I’ve named anybody who might have shown an interest in Hayley and I’m happy to run through it and give you my impressions of each of them, but I do hope none of these guys will ever know what I’ve said.’

‘They won’t hear anything from us, Louisa, and please call me Tom.’ Tom couldn’t miss Becky’s slight raising of the eyebrows but he chose to pay no attention. ‘What have we got?’

‘The fact is, we’re a large team. Most of our patients have a dedicated nurse assigned to them – one per shift. There are a lot of consultants, but it’s the anaesthetists who tend to be around and maybe a surgical registrar or two. Given that Hayley thought somebody was interested in her, I thought I’d concentrate on the men. She’s never given me any indication that she prefers women, and I’m sure it was a man she thought was watching her.’

‘Okay. Any suggestions you can give us would be useful.’

Louise opened a soft brown leather document case and pulled out a photograph. ‘I thought this might be helpful. It’s the departmental photo taken at Christmas. There are a couple of new people since then, but Hayley spoke as if this person – if he’s in any way implicated in her death – was somebody she’d known for a while.’

Tom couldn’t be sure that the person who killed Hayley and the person who had suddenly seemed attracted to her were one and the same, but they had to start somewhere.

‘I’ll start from the top and work down,’ Louisa said in her slightly husky voice.

She pushed one side of her hair behind her ear, as if getting down to business. As she spoke about each person, Louisa pointed to him on the photo.

‘There were two male surgical registrars that Hayley knew well, Charlie Dixon and Ben Coleman.’ She lifted the photo and pointed first to a man who looked to be in his early thirties with prominent cheekbones and a mop of dark curly hair. ‘This is Ben.’ She moved her finger to the far end of the picture. ‘And this is Charlie.’ The second man was much shorter with a lopsided happy grin that suggested he was rather too full of the party spirit.

‘Ben is charming and popular, extremely bright and young for his level of seniority. Personally I find him a bit overconfident and slightly cynical, but that probably goes with his ability. He was friendly with Hayley, but as far as I’m aware never showed her any special attention. Charlie is friends with everybody. He’s a bit of a joker. They’re both attractive men, and if either of them had started to be more attentive Hayley would definitely have noticed. It would also explain why she didn’t want to tell me who it was. To some of the nurses, these guys are demi-gods, and Hayley would have needed concrete evidence of any interest before she spoke out. She wasn’t desperately confident about herself, for reasons nobody could understand.’

There was one man in the picture that Tom couldn’t take his eyes off. Although he was with the others, he seemed somehow apart, as if he – rather than his colleagues – was making himself something of an outcast. His attempt at a smile was failing, and there was slightly more space around him than there was around anybody else.

‘Who’s this?’ Tom said, pointing to the man and momentarily interrupting Louisa’s flow.

‘Ah,’ she said. Louisa was silent for a moment. ‘That’s Malcolm Doyle. He’s a fellow anaesthetist and regularly on the ward.’ She tapped the photo with her short, unpolished nail. ‘Malcolm finds it difficult to associate with people. But he’s exceptionally good at his job when he’s in theatre. It’s just his interpersonal skills that aren’t that great. Hayley felt sorry for him and we try to include him in things, but he’s like a rabbit caught in headlights if anybody ever speaks to him at a party. I’m not sure how she would have responded to interest from him.’

She continued, identifying two male charge nurses as possibles, and they ended up with a list of seven men who were the most likely to have paid Hayley attention and had it reciprocated.

‘Please don’t take my word alone for any of this,’ Louisa said, looking from Tom to Becky and then back to Tom. ‘I could be miles from the right person and I’m terrified I’m wasting your time.’

‘You’re not. We have to start somewhere and this is as good a place as any.’ Tom turned to Becky. ‘I think we should get the team on checking these people out. We need to know their backgrounds: where they were brought up, went to university, worked before coming here and how old they are.’

And most specifically, Tom thought, he needed to know where they were in May 2003.
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Maggie’s ten-minute vigil outside police headquarters had left her feeling like a traitor. She still didn’t know what she’d been thinking. Duncan had specifically asked her not to go to the police, and yet once she had discovered who was leading the team in the investigation, she wanted to see him – to talk to him.

Her colleagues in the office had been talking about little else but the murder since she had arrived that morning.

‘That drawing gave a few people a shock, I can tell you,’ one of the clerks had informed her as she walked through the door. ‘When you didn’t turn up to work yesterday it was mad here for a while. There were some who genuinely thought you were dead. I don’t think the woman looks like you at all, really. It’s just the hair and the lipstick.’

‘I hope whoever’s leading the investigation catches the guy who did this,’ she’d said, subtly fishing for information.

‘It’s bound to be Tom Douglas,’ the clerk said. ‘He’s a sound bloke, and I’ve got a lot of time for him.’

The suggestion that Tom Douglas was ‘sound’ had made her feel a little better, and without knowing how she had got there, she had found herself standing outside police headquarters, gazing at the offices. She should go in and talk to him, but what would she say? My husband had a photo of a dead girl on his phone before you found the body? Somebody sent it to him, but I don’t know who?

She would be implicating her husband in murder. Did she really want to do that? But what if he knew something – something that would help the police to find the person who had killed that poor woman. Duncan hadn’t killed her, Maggie was sure. He wouldn’t.

If I found out that he had killed her, what would I do?

She should know the answer, but she didn’t. He was the father of her children, and a good father. At least, she had always thought so. Wouldn’t it be easier to run away together – as a family – and pretend none of this had ever happened? Wouldn’t that be better for the children?

What was she thinking? She shouldn’t be here, standing looking at an office block. She hadn’t worked out what was going on with Duncan in her own head yet. What if he was in danger? What if he had been forced to send her that message telling her not to contact the police? She wasn’t ready to talk. Duncan didn’t want her to, and she didn’t know enough. She had to give him the benefit of the doubt.

Without a backward glance she had run back to the safety of her car where she was still sitting thirty minutes later, staring out at the miserable day, no closer to knowing what to do.

It was hopeless.

Maggie would soon need to be at the magistrates court for Alf Horton’s remand hearing, but for the moment she couldn’t face him and she was putting it off until the last possible minute. She needed a distraction, so she grabbed her laptop from the back seat and the mobile Wi-Fi router from her bag and switched them on. She had absolutely no idea if her research that morning had turned up anything useful, but she wasn’t going to give up until she knew for sure. She unfolded the printout of the newspaper page.

Did Duncan have something to do with the boy who had been knocked over? Surely not? She remembered Duncan’s driving licence. It was only issued in 2004 so legally he couldn’t have been driving any car, although her own experience told her that a small thing like no licence didn’t necessarily prevent people from driving. She had always wondered why Duncan had left it until he was nearly twenty-two to learn, but he said he loved his mountain bike and wherever possible preferred to use that.

Her search for the people involved in the accident got her nowhere until she decided to check if either of them had a Facebook account. She got an immediate hit for a Carl Boardman who seemed to fit the age profile – a big beefy guy with a ruddy face and thinning sandy hair. There could have been more than one person with that name of course, but he lived in Manchester so it was plausible that he was the same guy. There was nothing on Adya Kamala.

She gave up and closed her computer, folding the printout again to put it in her bag. Realising both sides of the page had been printed, she glanced at the article on the reverse. There was a picture of a lady in late middle age, dressed in a smart black jacket with white edging over a black and white dress. Her black hat was at a slightly strange angle, but she had a happy smile on her face. Glad to come across something that wasn’t depressing, Maggie read how the lady – a Patricia Rowe – had been awarded an MBE in the Queen’s birthday honours list for services to children and families. To celebrate, Mrs Rowe had had a party. It appeared she and her late husband had fostered over a hundred children and since becoming a widow she had continued to foster.

“I loved all my children,” the report quoted. “It didn’t matter to me what each child’s background was, and their parentage was the last thing I considered. Children deserve to be loved, and so many of those who came to me had been deprived of that basic human need. I consider that I have been privileged to be able to offer them the gift of unconditional love – the same as any other parent would.”

At the bottom of the page was a message from Mrs Rowe to her foster children who hadn’t attended the party, saying how much she missed them and what a shame it was that they hadn’t been able to make it. She hoped they would get in touch soon.

How sad, Maggie thought, to have done so much for so many children only to find that some had moved on without a backward glance. She knew of parents whose own children never bothered to contact them, so it must be doubly hard to keep in contact with foster children. But just as heart-breaking to lose them.

She thought of her own children, and how everything that was happening with Duncan was affecting them. She was still no closer to finding out who he really was, and for just a moment her love and trust felt less secure, less solid.
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By the time Maggie arrived home that night she felt mentally and physically drained. She hadn’t heard from Duncan again. Her phone had been fully charged, and even in court she had kept it in her hand so she would feel it vibrate.

Alf Horton had been remanded that afternoon and sent to Strangeways. Fortunately she hadn’t had to spend any time alone with him and had only had to go through the motions for the sake of the hearing. She hoped she wouldn’t have to see him again for a while – not until they were ready to begin the preparation for his inevitable trial.

It was Friday evening, and her mind flipped back to so many other Fridays: looking forward to getting home and spending the weekend with her family, planning trips or surprises, taking over the cooking so Duncan could have a break. Tonight there was no Duncan to welcome her. No warm home, fire lit and the smell of dinner cooking.

The longest she had gone without thinking about Duncan all day was about thirty seconds. He had now been gone for forty-eight hours and Maggie was no clearer in her thinking. She had discounted most of her early theories – none of them made sense any longer. She was left with three options: an affair that had somehow gone wrong; somebody was threatening Duncan; he was somehow involved in the death of this young woman.

She had discounted the third option as soon as she considered it. How could she even think that about her husband? But then did she really know who her husband was?

If it was an affair, the only thing that made sense was that the dead woman was Duncan’s lover; her husband or boyfriend had found out and killed her, and he was now after Duncan. If that were the case, surely she would be helping Duncan by telling the police? Or was he being framed for the woman’s death?

In his text, Duncan had been adamant that she mustn’t call the police, but on her drive home from work she had decided that if she didn’t hear from him within the next twelve hours, she was going to ignore his plea. She would seek out this policeman – Tom Douglas – and tell him everything.

Feeling slightly better for having a plan – of sorts – she had stopped to pick the children up and been pleased to see that a day at school seemed to have settled them a bit; nothing like a bit of normality to help them get back on track. But when she glanced in the mirror as she turned into their cul-de-sac, she was sad to see Josh’s look of disappointment that his dad’s van wasn’t parked in front of the house. She had promised them pizza, but Josh had asked if they could go home first so he could get changed. His excuse was that he didn’t want to go out in his school uniform, but she knew it wasn’t that at all.

Maggie was worried that Josh would say he didn’t want to go out now and she would have to deal with Lily who had been so looking forward to the treat, but she was wrong. He came downstairs ready in his jeans and a sweatshirt and headed towards the door.

‘What’s this, Mum?’ he asked, picking up an envelope from behind the front door. He passed it to Maggie.

‘I’ve no idea,’ she said, noticing that there was no address on the envelope. It must have been hand-delivered.

For a second she thought Duncan might have returned during the day and left her a note. But it wasn’t his writing.

She slit the envelope open with her finger. Inside was a single sheet of paper folded in two. Instinctively she knew that she didn’t want Josh to see what was on the page.

‘It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘Only a circular. Go and find Lily for me would you, sweetheart. See if she’s ready and preferably not wearing her Frozen costume.’

Josh trundled off, clearly not thrilled with his mission.

Maggie unfolded the piece of paper. It was a photograph printed on plain paper – a photograph of a woman with black hair and red lips. It wasn’t the murdered woman who had been all over the news that day, but there was a superficial resemblance. This woman also had long dark hair, and her lips appeared to have been inexpertly painted with bright red lipstick. The woman’s lifeless eyes seemed to look into Maggie’s, and she felt an explosion of pain in her chest.

But the face and the hair meant nothing in comparison with the piece of cardboard propped against the woman’s legs. The writing was rough, as if scribbled with a biro and gone over and over until the pen had almost pierced the card. Just two words.

You’re next.
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Saturday

It had been fairly late in the day on Friday by the time Tom discovered who Leo’s new boyfriend was most likely to be: Julian Richmond – a partner in Manchester’s biggest corporate finance firm. Divorced with two teenage children, he lived in Bramhall. Tom had tried to call, but there was no answer and it didn’t seem appropriate to leave a message, so he had decided that today – Saturday – he would go round to Mr Richmond’s house and hope to find the man at home. In theory it was Tom’s day off, but in the middle of a murder investigation he rarely considered shift patterns. Nor was checking up on Leo part of his job, but he couldn’t rest until he knew she was okay. Memories of the similarity of the two victims twelve years ago were haunting him. If this were a repeat performance, surely Leo’s resemblance to Hayley suggested she was at risk. Was he too late?

Julian Richmond lived in a big house on a smart street, and yet to Tom’s mind his home, protected from the road by a curved wall, was by far the ugliest. Tom pushed open one of a pair of cast-iron gates and walked up the paved drive towards a porticoed front door. He gazed up at the white-painted edifice and wondered what had made somebody choose to build a Mediterranean-style villa in the midst of the Edwardian elegance of its neighbours. There was no doubting the opulence of the place, though.

He pushed the doorbell and waited. It was 8.30 in the morning. Early to come calling on a Saturday perhaps, but better than arriving at ten to find Richmond had gone off to play golf.

He heard a door open inside and a brief burst of music before the door closed again. Tom could hear somebody whistling the song that had been on the radio, something Tom vaguely recognised as a Phil Collins tune from his youth.

The door opened, and a tall man with dark hair greying around the temples smiled pleasantly at Tom. He looked to be in his late forties. ‘Hello. Can I help you?’

‘My name’s Tom Douglas. I’m a detective with the Greater Manchester Police, but I’m not here on police business right now. I wondered if I could have a word with you, please? It’s about Leonora Harris.’

The man’s expression changed. The smile stayed on his lips, but his eyes lost some of their sparkle.

‘Ah Leo. Yes, do come in, Tom. I’ve heard a lot about you.’

Julian Richmond showed him into an ultra-modern kitchen that Tom loved. The shiny dark red units gave the room a warmth in stark contrast to the view outside the windows of gloomy clouds hovering above a large back garden. Julian turned off the radio and pressed a button on a coffee machine. Tom perched on a bar stool set beside a dark grey granite central island and Julian waited for the beans to stop grinding before he spoke.

‘I hope you don’t mind coming into the kitchen. It’s the only part of the house I can stand. I made the mistake of letting my ex-wife choose our home, and then she upped and left me with a house that’s not going to be easy to sell. But I’m trying. Milk?’

‘Kitchens work fine for me, and no, thanks,’ Tom said.

‘How is Leo?’ Julian Richmond asked.

Tom watched the man closely as he spoke.

‘I had a call from Leo’s brother-in-law a couple of days ago. His wife, Ellie, hadn’t heard from Leo for a week or so, and when I called at her apartment there was no sign of her. I gather she’s not been there for some days and I was wondering if you knew where she was.’

Julian Richmond handed Tom an espresso and placed a sugar bowl within reach. He leaned against the Aga rail, holding his coffee in both hands.

‘Please call me Julian. I’m not sure I can help you, though. I haven’t seen Leo for a few days.’

‘Have you spoken to her?’ Tom asked.

‘No.’ Julian wasn’t looking at Tom; he was staring into his coffee cup. Tom said nothing and waited for the other man to break the silence.

After about thirty seconds, Julian gave a small sigh as if the recollection pained him and said, ‘I asked Leo to come with me to Haydock Park last Saturday – we had invited some of our top clients. Leo had been with me to Cheltenham so I thought she would enjoy it. That time it was just the two of us. Well, it was supposed to be, although we bumped into a few of my younger colleagues, which didn’t please her. Leo said she wasn’t ready to go public, so a corporate day at Haydock was a non-starter.’

‘So what happened?’

Julian looked at Tom and appeared to be weighing him up. He then nodded, as if Tom had passed some test or other and deserved the truth.

‘I’m afraid I made the mistake of asking if she was taking me to her niece’s christening last Sunday, and it didn’t go down well. We had a bit of a row. I was cross and disappointed, but it didn’t last long. Two days later, I’d calmed down. I tried to call her, but she didn’t answer her phone or her mobile, so in the end I went round to her apartment but I didn’t get any answer.’

Tom had interviewed many people in his time, and he hadn’t the slightest doubt that Julian Richmond was telling the truth.

‘I called round and asked the neighbours to let me in,’ Tom said. ‘Leo’s clothes were all over the bedroom. It was a tip, and that’s not like the Leo I know. Does that mean anything to you.’

Richmond looked shocked. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘And she never mentioned going away?’ Tom asked.

‘Not a word. It wasn’t much of an argument. I may have rushed things, but I never thought it would mean our relationship was over.’

‘What about the flowers? Didn’t she respond when you sent those?’ Tom asked, remembering what Luca had told him.

Julian Richmond looked confused. ‘Flowers? I didn’t send any; I went in person. If somebody sent her flowers, it certainly wasn’t me.’

Tom’s phone rang, interrupting the momentary silence.

The caller was Becky. ‘Tom, you need to get back into town. Where are you?’

‘Bramhall. Why, what’s up?’ Into his head flashed an image of Leo. Please, no, he thought.

‘You’re not going to like this, Tom, but we’ve got another body.’
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The young woman’s body had been squeezed into a narrow space between two arches of an old brick railway viaduct in the Castlefield area of the city and was held upright by the cramped space. The victim’s sightless eyes gazed at nothing, the blood from her gashed throat staining her clothes. It had taken a while for her to be found because it was Saturday morning and the route under the viaduct led to office buildings that were deserted at the weekend. If it hadn’t been for one keen young woman who had decided to put in some extra hours in her new job, the body could have gone undiscovered until Monday morning. As it was, the girl who had found the body was almost hysterical and a pair of paramedics were dealing with her.

Tom stood quietly for a moment, taking in the scene, visualising the moment when the woman’s body had been so callously left for some unfortunate passer-by to discover. Becky stood silently by his side, waiting for him to give some sign that she should speak. He turned towards her and gave a brief nod.

‘All we know up to now,’ Becky said, her voice low, ‘is that the girl who found her was on her way into work at about eight this morning. She said she hated walking under this bridge because she was always a bit spooked by that gap.’

Becky pointed to the place where the victim’s body had been displayed – the only word to describe how she had been positioned – a space between two huge brick arches. The woman’s body had been pushed in, facing out towards the path, her back against an old supermarket trolley, her throat slit from ear to ear.

A train sped overhead, the vibration seeming to run down the walls and into the earth below. Tom could only imagine what a shock it must have been to see a woman, sitting, staring out onto the road.

Tom crouched down in front of the body. The woman was perhaps in her early thirties. It was difficult to tell because it was clear she had had a hard life. Her skin was pitted with old acne scars, and her top lip was puckered in the way of a heavy smoker. It wasn’t easy to imagine how she normally looked because of the hair and the make-up. A long dark wig had been roughly stuck on her head, and it had slipped sideways. Her lips had been painted with bright red lipstick, smudged around the edges.

‘He’s making a statement,’ said Tom. ‘He’s tried to make her look the same as the first one, so the looks have to be significant. He obviously couldn’t find anybody to fit the bill so he’s used props – the wig, the lipstick. Do we know who she is?’

Becky shook her head slowly. ‘No. We couldn’t find any identification on her. I hate to generalise, but the micro skirt and high-heeled boots suggest she may have been a prostitute – although I know half the girls in Manchester go out looking like this now. But she had a few packets of condoms in her bag – different flavours, et cetera, so she could give men what they wanted, I suppose. If she was simply a woman on a night out with friends, she would have had some money on her, and she didn’t have a penny, so if she was a prostitute she could only just have started work.’

‘Her money could have been stolen,’ Tom suggested, although he knew that wasn’t the case. He knew exactly what this was. ‘Has anybody checked her leg?’

He looked over at Jumbo, who had been keeping unusually quiet. He nodded his large head, his huge creamy eyes sorrowful.

‘She’s not wearing tights. Her legs look like she’s been slapping fake tan on – they’re a bit orange at the ankles. But at the top of her left leg there are three parallel cuts, deeper than the last one. And I think the doc will confirm that they were made before death this time – there’s a lot more blood.’

Tom felt the woman’s pain for a moment and left the tent, walking away from the scene. He needed to think. A few metres away a narrow track led down from the path to the canal. He wasn’t sure if it was still the Rochdale Canal or the Bridgewater – he would need to get a map to clarify that. The area was crawling with canals. He wondered why the woman hadn’t been disposed of where she was unlikely to be discovered. It had to be because the victims – both of them – were intended to be found. They were a message to somebody. Last time there was a third victim, although fortunately she had managed to save herself. Was this one going to be the second of three?

12 years ago – early June

The incident room was filling up. It was time to admit that the team was floundering. They had two murders and an attempted murder, but they still hadn’t made any progress. To Tom’s surprise his boss suggested they employ a profiler.

‘We need someone to tell us who we’re looking for – what his motives are – and where the fuck he’s hiding, because we’re making bugger-all progress.’ DCI Victor Elliot glared at Tom as if it was solely his fault.

Tom ignored the look. A profiler was a good idea, although he still couldn’t quite reconcile himself entirely to these murders being the work of one man. The modus operandi was different for each crime – the first a slit throat, the second a strangling and the third – failed attempt – a suffocation. And then there was the Swedish girl’s comment that her attacker was being watched.

The incident room was crowded with standing room only at the back when the profiler arrived. A young American woman with cropped white hair and startling green eyes, she had everybody’s attention within seconds.

‘There are a significant number of irregularities in this case, and if this is one man he’s behaved in an inconsistent manner, which concerns me. I’ve looked at the victimology, and that in itself is unusual. Their backgrounds would be less relevant if these had been opportunistic attacks, but that clearly isn’t the case. These were carefully planned killings of strategically selected victims. They were chosen for their looks.’

‘The three lines on the victims’ legs are important. Have any of you heard of the “power of three”?’ she asked. She cast her eyes around the room and everybody stared back, but nobody spoke.

‘It’s a concept that some people believe in: that the number three stands for that which is solid, real, substantial, complete – for example the three dimensions of length, breadth and height which are necessary to form a solid. There are three great divisions that complete time: the past, the present and the future. Thought, word and deed complete the sum of human capability; animal, vegetable, mineral – the three kingdoms of the natural world. I could go on. For some people, three is such a powerful number that everything has to be finished in threes for them to feel safe. A famous physicist, Nicola Tesla, was so obsessed with the number that he used to walk round the block three times before he would enter a building.’

She paused and again looked around the room, taking them all in, but her gaze settled on Tom, who instantly felt guilty about his scepticism.

‘If this is his driver, he will try to kill one more girl to replace the failed attempt. She will look like the other three, but this time he will be sure to finish the job. I’m using “he” throughout this presentation because, as we know, the chances are that the killer is a man. However, “he” could just as easily be more than one man.’

She paused and every eye was on her.

‘But there’s another theory that fits the profile. I would like to suggest to you that there was only one victim that mattered to the killer. Only one person who had to die. The others were decoys, added to confuse us. Three may have been chosen as the best number to ensure the police were chasing their tails trying to find a link between the victims when there isn’t one. And if only one of them had to die, the most important job is to work out which of them it was.’
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Tom continued along the canal bank. Twelve years ago he had waited to see whether another victim would be found, and it had never happened. Did that mean that nobody else had died, or simply that the other body or bodies had not been discovered? And were there going to be three this time too – three women, but potentially only one for whom there was a motive for murder? And if so, which?

The problem with motives was always the same. What seemed clear and right to the killer could be meaningless to anybody else, and guessing motive was like guessing the outcome of the National Lottery.

He couldn’t forget the misidentification of the first victim this week, and he couldn’t drive Leo’s face from his mind. Was she going to be the next victim, and if so was she the real target? Leo, where are you? He was no nearer finding her. Had the woman standing opposite police headquarters been Leo, and had he missed the chance of helping her? The only thing he knew for certain was that somebody had sent flowers to her, and that somebody was not Julian Richmond, whom Tom believed when he said he had no idea where Leo was. And what had happened to the flowers?

Tom tried to convince himself that Leo’s similarity to the other women was purely coincidental, and that of course she wasn’t going to be the next victim. But he didn’t believe in coincidence. Years of experience had taught him that to dismiss anything as coincidence was a sure way of missing something vital. It was a lazy excuse for not investigating things properly, and he wasn’t going to put Leo’s life at risk.

As if to jerk him back to the present, Tom heard Becky shouting to him, and he turned and climbed back up the hill towards the crime scene, more certain than ever that Leo was in serious danger but not knowing from whom, or why. He needed to talk to Ellie. Maybe Leo’s sister would have some idea.


31

When Maggie woke up on Saturday morning after a pitiful couple of hours of restless sleep, she turned onto her side and reached out for Duncan, expecting to find his warm naked back waiting for her to cuddle up to. But the other side of the bed was empty, and the memory of the last two days hit her like a stone. Her eyes swam with hot tears and she buried her face in the pillow.

Her resolve to call the police had wavered during the night. While she and the children had been eating their pizzas the evening before, she had admitted to Josh that she was a bit worried about his daddy, and Josh had seemed relieved that finally she was telling him the truth.

‘So am I, Mummy, but he’ll be back. He loves us,’ Josh had said.

‘I know he does, Joshy. I suppose we need to trust him right now.’

The words she had spoken to Josh kept piercing her thoughts. She did need to trust him. But was that the right decision?

‘I don’t know, I don’t know,’ she sobbed. She wanted life back the way it had been, and she knew that the moment the police were involved, any chance of that was gone forever.

She pushed her tired limbs up and out of the bed and shuffled into the bathroom with barely the energy to lift her feet. After five minutes standing under a blast of hot spray from the shower she began to feel alive again. The dull ache of loss was still there, but it was starting to feel like an old friend. She was getting used to it.

Leaving the children to sleep on, she went downstairs and made a strong cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table, her chin resting on one upturned palm. Was there anything else she could do that she hadn’t thought of that might help her unravel the mystery of who Duncan was? She had one idea, but only one.

She pulled her laptop across the table towards her and found the picture she was looking for – a rare photo of Duncan taken when he wasn’t looking. He was convinced he wasn’t very photogenic, but Maggie had always thought that was nonsense. She grabbed her handbag and pulled out the article from the Manchester Evening News. Carl Boardman was a friend of the lad who had been knocked over and killed. Were they friends of Duncan’s?

Maggie logged onto Facebook, found Carl Boardman’s page and sent him a message, asking if he knew the man in the attached photo. She gave a rather weak excuse that she was trying to track this man down, and she had remembered he had a friend called Carl Boardman. Carl seemed fairly active on Facebook, so she was hopeful of a quick response. She knew how unlikely a positive response was, but she couldn’t sit here and do nothing.

She looked at the printout and read again about the amazing woman who had fostered all those children. If – and it was a big if – Duncan had kept a page from a newspaper, in theory the article of interest could be on either side of the sheet, so Maggie decided to check if Patricia Rowe had a Facebook page. She was probably well into her seventies by now, but it was worth a try.

As she trawled through the inevitably long list of Patricia Rowe entries she spotted the letters MBE next to a photo of an elderly lady surrounded by children. She had found her. Mrs Rowe didn’t seem to post much herself but shared posts from other, much younger people, and Maggie guessed the lady was keeping tabs on the children she had looked after. There were no posts shared for the past two months, though.

One old post made Maggie’s eyes fill with tears.


To my lost children: if you are reading this, please get in touch. I loved every one of you when you lived with me, and I need to know if you are all right now. You’re all equally special to me, so I will continue to post this message on Facebook in the hope that you will call me. My number hasn’t changed, nor has my address. Here are some pictures to remind you of the happy times. With love always, Pat.



Linked to the post were a number of albums, and Maggie could see they focused on children of various ages. She was sure Patricia Rowe would have been a great person to know. She decided to send her a message with a picture of Duncan too, but again she didn’t hold out much hope of a positive response.
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By late morning, Maggie had heard back from Carl Boardman. He said he didn’t recognise the face she had posted – he didn’t know the guy. So that avenue was closed for now. And there was nothing from Patricia Rowe. It wasn’t a surprise, but it was frustrating.

She was about to close her computer and go and find the children when she heard a crash. It had come from the garage.

Her heart thumped.

She leapt up from her chair, ran to the garage door and stopped. Who was in there?

She was about to turn back into the house and make sure the children were safe when she heard a noise. It sounded like a sob.

Josh.

Maggie flung the door open. Josh was lying on the floor, Duncan’s bike on top of him.

‘Josh,’ she shouted. ‘Are you okay?’

Maggie rushed forward and lifted the mountain bike off him.

‘What happened?’ she asked as she pulled him to his feet. He was clearly not hurt – just upset with himself.

‘I was trying to get the bikes down off the wall. I was going to ask if we could go for a ride. But yours was caught around Daddy’s, and when I tried to get it down, it pulled Daddy’s off and it fell on top of me.’

Maggie pulled Josh towards her and gave him a cuddle. She looked at Duncan’s bike and had a sudden flash of memory. On his thirtieth birthday she had told Duncan to go into the garage, and there was his present – a beautiful new bike, the one he had wanted for ages. She remembered the surprise and pleasure on his face, and the happiness of that day.

Duncan’s old bike had been quite a sight. The main frame was yellow, but the bit at the front, which he told her was called the suspension fork, was red, and the back bit – the seat stay, Dunc said – was bright green. He had built it from spare parts.

There was just one thing that clouded the perfection of the memory. She had told the children that Daddy had won races on his old bike, and Josh – ever fascinated by detail – had quizzed Duncan about where, when and were there photos? Perhaps they were online. Josh wouldn’t shut up, and Duncan had lost his temper.

At the time, Maggie had been cross with Duncan, but it was soon over and they had all gone out for a birthday tea. Now, though, Maggie realised that like everything in Duncan’s past, she only had very sketchy details about his cycling success, and the races had never been mentioned again.
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By late Saturday morning the incident room was buzzing. Becky had been right about the body they had found that morning: the victim’s name was Michelle Morgan, and she was known to the police. According to the vice team, she had been around for years and they considered her to be smarter than most of the girls. She had always been fairly astute at judging which cars to get into and which to avoid.

She had obviously got it wrong this time, but this suggested that whoever’s car she had got into, she hadn’t considered him to be a threat.

She was found well away from her own patch, which was apparently the eastern part of central Manchester around Piccadilly station, on the roads that ran under the railway lines. Tom couldn’t help thinking it was strange that the body had been moved to Castlefield when the first body had been found so close to Michelle’s preferred working area.

According to Jumbo, the woman hadn’t been killed in situ. There was no blood in the vicinity of her body, although there was plenty on her clothes. She had to have been transported to the position under the railway arches after death, most probably some time during the early hours of the morning. The body had now been taken to the mortuary, and the team had begun the examination of the shopping trolley against which her body had been displayed.

Tom hadn’t expected to get any update until the forensic investigation of the site was complete, so he was surprised when a clearly excited Jumbo called. ‘Tom, I think we might have something here. There’s something I’d like to show you, if you can spare the time.’

Castlefield was only a ten-minute drive for Tom and Becky, and if Jumbo thought it was significant, Tom was only too happy to return to the scene.

Crime scene investigators were crawling all over the place, but one item was centre stage, and Jumbo was standing guard by its side.

‘Take a look at the shopping trolley,’ he said, his wide smile back in place now the body had gone. ‘Look at its position in relation to where the body was situated. I think it was supposed to look as if it had been abandoned, but it’s not been here long.’

‘How do you know?’ Becky asked.

‘Look down here.’ Jumbo pointed to where two wheels were missing. ‘The body of the trolley is made of zinc-coated steel. Zinc corrodes over time, but it doesn’t rust like steel. Now look at where the wheels have been broken off. You can see the bare steel, and it’s not rusty. I think the wheels were broken off on purpose and very recently. We’re supposed to think this is just an old abandoned trolley, but what if they wheeled the body here in it and then broke the wheels off, thinking we would disregard it as junk? We’ll check it for blood, but if it is related, it’s good news.’

Tom knew exactly what Jumbo meant. If the trolley had been used to transport the victim’s body, the killer couldn’t have brought her far. It gave them a different search area than if, for example, she had been brought here by car. They knew she hadn’t been killed in situ, so if she had then been put into the trolley and pushed, they could start searching likely places in the vicinity. And if they checked out where the trolley had originated, it might give a geographic profiler something to start with.

Tom looked around for likely places for the murder to have been committed. There were too many, that was the problem. The arches under the railway lines were largely occupied by car repair companies and the like, and any one of the premises could be the site of the murder. They would all have to be searched.

‘There’s something else, Tom,’ Jumbo said. ‘When we were checking out the first victim, there were some wheel marks in the mud in the tunnel that could easily have come from a trolley like this. The marks were unclear because there were puddles and stony areas on the path, but we managed to get a couple of good sections. You were concerned about one man carrying a deadweight, but what if he didn’t? What if he wheeled her there?’

Tom remembered them thinking the same thing twelve years ago when Sonia Beecham’s body was found on Pomona Island.

‘That would take some nerve, wouldn’t it?’ Becky said, her face displaying her incredulity.

‘No more than carrying the victim over your shoulder. Either way, if somebody sees you, you’ve got a dead body with you. If she was in a shopping trolley you could at least cover her up with a bit of carpet or something – make it look as if you’re moving some stuff around.’

If the two victims had been murdered in the same location, though, the killer would have needed more than a shopping trolley to transport them. There was about a mile and a half between the locations at which the bodies had been found. Somehow Tom couldn’t see anybody trundling through the streets of Manchester with a dead body in a shopping trolley, even with an old rug covering it. If it turned out that the trolley had been used in both crimes, that suggested the killer had a van of some kind – something that you could fit a trolley into. Then he could get close to his chosen place, stick the body in the trolley and push it the last few metres.

It was one more thing to add to their list – the suspicion that this man had a van.

‘Becky, let’s get somebody on to tracing the supermarket trolley. I don’t know how many stores from this chain there are around Manchester. Let’s get them all on a map and see if it helps. Then contact them and see if they have any video of trolleys being nicked by somebody in a van.’

‘I don’t suppose he’s left a pound coin in the trolley with a nice fat fingerprint, has he?’ Becky said with a grin.

Tom laughed. He wished life was so easy.
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Fortunately for Tom, he and Becky had arrived at the murder scene in different cars so he didn’t have her driving to contend with on the way back to the incident room. This meant he was able to spend the time thinking, rather than clinging for dear life to the grab handle as Becky swung her car between lorries, buses and trams.

He tried to focus on the two dead women, but the resemblance of the first to Leo, and then the rather pathetic attempt to make the second look similar was unnerving him. The message was clear. If the profiler had been right all those years ago, three was the key number. She had offered an alternative perspective, though – that two of the three were merely to confuse the police and were effectively motiveless murders. So in searching for motive with the two women who were already dead, were they wasting their time? Was one of these two the ‘real’ victim, or was that going to be the third woman?

If the second theory was right, Tom’s every instinct said the crucial murder had not yet taken place. Hayley Walker didn’t appear to have any enemies, and the latest victim didn’t even look like Hayley – she had been made up to resemble her. So why go to all that trouble with the second one unless it was a warning to somebody else? It would also explain why the bodies had been put on show. Twelve years ago Sonia Beecham and Tamsin Grainger had been left sitting upright, but in less public places where they were unlikely to be discovered immediately. This time, the killer wanted both girls to be found quickly.

The thought that the third victim could be Leo was tormenting him. He couldn’t think of a reason why anybody would want to kill her, but that meant nothing. She was out there somewhere. He could feel it. He knew it with every bone in his body. He just didn't know where, and he didn’t know where to start looking.

12 years ago - June

‘Douglas! My office,’ the boss shouted from his open door.

Tom had a feeling this wasn’t going to be a happy meeting. He picked up his files and made his way into DCI Victor Elliott’s office, closing the door behind him.

‘What have we got on the dead girls?’ the DCI asked before Tom had a chance to sit down.

Tom pulled up a chair to the visitor’s side of the desk.

‘Plenty of background, that’s for sure. Particularly Tamsin Grainger. She was a popular girl, although from what I can tell she was more popular with the lads than with other girls.’

The DCI’s mouth turned up at the corner in a lecherous sneer. ‘Bit of a tart, was she? No need to be shy, Douglas. Tell it like it is.’

Tom wasn’t being shy; he just wasn’t inclined to make an assumption without the evidence to back it up.

It irritated him that his boss called everybody by their surname. Perhaps he thought it made him sound as if he had been to some posh school where surnames were the accepted form of address, but he had been to the local comprehensive like everybody else in the office.

‘Why are you so keen on this guy Alexander?’ the boss said, pointing to a picture clipped to the file on his desk.

‘He was Tamsin Grainger’s boyfriend. Well, that’s what he believed, but according to her friends she had a different idea. From what we can gather, he thought it was an exclusive relationship, but she had only seen him twice and he had totally misinterpreted the situation. After he found her in a car with one of his lecturers – not one of hers, as it happens – he had a massive row with her, overheard by some lads returning from the pub. She laughed in Alexander’s face, told him to grow up and refused to see him again. According to the lads, he was about to punch her, but they intervened. She told her friends to steer clear of him, that he was a weirdo, but he wouldn’t leave her alone – kept following her around, apparently. According to one girl, she stuck a picture of him on the wall in the halls of residence and wrote KNOB underneath it.’

‘Yeah, I heard about that. The boyfriend’s got a cast-iron alibi, though, so rule him out and don’t waste any more time on him. It’s more than likely another ex who hasn’t got over her. Check them all out, and the lecturer too – dirty bugger, screwing his students.’ Victor grinned.

Tom looked at his boss. He knew he wanted a result – they all did – but a result had to be the right result, not just another tick in a box. Victor wanted them to find one of the ex-boyfriends who didn’t have an alibi and then pin it on him, but Tom hadn’t given up on Alexander, alibi or no alibi.

He had to admit, it was an impossible alibi to break. Alexander had been in the company of about thirty other students at the time of both murders. For the first he had been in North Wales, and for the second he had been in the Lake District with a university sports club. But Tom couldn’t help feeling that he knew something, although he had no motive at all for Sonia Beecham’s murder as far as they had been able to tell. She was such a quiet girl, and they couldn’t find any evidence that her path had crossed with Alexander’s. But if the profiler was right, she could have been a decoy and her murder without motive.

There was something not right about this lad Alexander. When Tom had interviewed him he had talked too much.

‘I wasn’t even here,’ he kept repeating. ‘I was away with my team. I won my race – it’s all recorded. You can check, you know.’

Tom had pointed out more than once that they already had.

‘And Tamsin – I know things ended badly. What did you think of her?’ Tom had asked.

There was a pause, as if the lad was trying to work out what to say.

‘She was a slapper,’ Alexander said, his mouth forming a tight line.
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The cycle track was slushy and Lily loved riding through the puddles to make the biggest splash she could. Josh wasn’t having a good day, though, and Maggie felt helpless. She was distracted with worries about Duncan and that awful picture that had been pushed through her door the day before, and she was only giving her children a small percentage of her attention. Try as she might, she couldn’t force away the desperate fear that Duncan was in danger and needed her help, and yet she didn’t even know where he was.

Lily’s sturdy little legs were pedalling furiously, and Maggie increased her speed slightly to keep up with her daughter as they rounded the bends in the path that ran along the outer edge of the woodland. It was a couple of minutes before she realised that Josh was no longer right behind her.

‘Lily, stop,’ she shouted, applying her brakes. ‘We’ve lost Josh.’

But Lily ignored her, or didn’t hear her, her wispy blonde curls blowing in the wind as she pedalled. She often sang as she rode her bike, and she was probably lost in her own little world. Maggie looked over her shoulder again. What should she do?

Josh was probably a bit further back, round the corner, hidden by the trees. But they couldn’t cycle off and leave him, and now Lily was getting away from her.

Maggie only had one choice. She raised herself off her saddle and pedalled hard until she caught up with and passed Lily. She swivelled to face Lily coming towards her.

‘Stop,’ she said. Lily laughed, thinking it was a game. ‘We’ve lost Josh.’

Lily put her feet on the ground and turned her upper body to look back along the track. There was no sign of Josh.

‘Come on, tiddles. We need to go back and find him.’

Lily heaved her bike round and started back along the track. They rounded the bend. But the path ahead of them was clear. No Josh. Where was he?

‘There, Mummy – look,’ Lily shouted, her finger pointing to the side of the track.

Lying on its side was Josh’s bike, but there was no sign of her son. Maggie’s heart began to hammer in her chest.

‘Josh!’ she shouted as loudly as she could. ‘Josh – where are you?’ Lily joined in.

They were right at the edge of the woods, next to a small parking area, but it was empty – or about to be. A white van was pulling out of the car park. Maggie stared open-mouthed at its retreating rear doors. ‘Duncan?’ she whispered, too quietly for Lily to hear her. She knew it was wishful thinking. The van wasn’t as new as Duncan’s. Or as clean. And there was no sign of Josh.

She jumped off her bike and threw it down on the side of the lane, screaming Josh’s name as loudly as she could. She turned to Lily, who was staring at her, her mouth turning down at the corners. Oh God, I’m scaring Lily.

‘It’s okay, sweetheart. I’m sure he’s hiding from us – playing a game.’ She plucked her daughter off her saddle with one hand and steered the bike off the track with the other, leaving it propped against a tree. With her daughter under one arm, she climbed the bank into the wood where it bordered the small car park.

‘Josh,’ she shouted, trying to keep the fear from her voice.

Up ahead she saw a flash of red. His cycle helmet.

Still carrying Lily she ran the fifty metres to where she could see the helmet. It was Josh, lying face down in the grass.

‘Josh!’

She fell to her knees at his side, put Lily onto the damp grass and reached out to her son. With relief, she saw his back moving but in seconds she knew he was crying.

‘Joshy, are you hurt, darling?’ she asked.

He didn’t lift his head, but a weak ‘No’ emerged from above his folded arms.

‘What happened? What are you doing here?’ She stroked his back gently.

Slowly he lifted his head. ‘I thought it was Daddy,’ was all he said, before the tears came again. Maggie stroked his back gently. Lily stroked his leg.

‘I don’t think it was, sweetheart. This van was a bit old for Daddy’s.’

He raised himself up on his elbows.

‘I know. But I saw it this morning too – at the top of our road. I thought it might be Daddy then, but there were two men in it so I thought I was wrong. Then it drove off.’

Maggie put her arm around her son.

‘Then when we set off on the bikes, it was there again but parked round the corner outside Oscar’s, so I thought it must be some men working on Oscar’s house or something.’

Oscar was Josh’s friend and lived just round the corner.

‘That sounds right, Josh. There are always workmen there.’

‘I know, but when we turned to go onto the cycle path, I put my hand out like Daddy taught me, and I looked in my mirror to check if there was anything behind. That’s when I saw the van. It was following us. When we got to the car park, it was already there, and the men were watching. One of them had a camera.’

Maggie’s hand flew to her mouth to cover her gasp. Why were these men following them? Why did they have a camera? But she had to calm Josh down. She rolled from her knees and sat down next to her son.

‘Okay, Joshy. Not to worry. I can understand why you thought it was Daddy’s van.’

‘I know it wasn’t, because the number was different. I checked. Wrong place, wrong year, and Bad Smelly Man.’

Josh and his friend Oscar had become obsessed with car number plates since on a long car journey Oscar’s dad had challenged him to spot cars with every initial letter of the alphabet. The boys had taken it a stage further, and now made the last three letters stand for something relating to the driver – hence Bad Smelly Man – BSM. Maggie knew that Josh would have at least that part of the number plate correct.

‘And then,’ Josh continued, ‘one of the men got out of the car and waved to me. He shouted, “Hey Josh.”’

‘He knew your name?’ Maggie tried to keep the panic from her voice.

‘He asked if I was missing Daddy. And if I see him, I have to say hi from Sam.’

‘Maybe Oscar’s said something about your dad being away, sweetheart. That’ll be it.’

‘I haven’t told Oscar. I haven’t told anybody. I just want Daddy back.’

Maggie pulled him closer and grabbed Lily too. ‘I know, love. We all do.’

‘Then he said something weird. I think he said, ”Tell Mummy she’s next,” but I might have got that wrong. Then they got back in the van and drove off. I ran after them. I wanted to ask if they knew where Daddy is, but I slipped and fell.’ Josh started to sob again and Maggie squeezed him to her, whispering reassurances to her small son.

The damp was seeping through Maggie’s jeans where she was sitting on the wet grass, but she barely noticed. She was cold. So cold.
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It was with a sense of relief that Maggie and the children turned the corner into the cul-de-sac to see a black cab drawing up at the end of their drive and Suzy getting out with a suitcase. She had told her not to come, but now Maggie desperately needed somebody to talk all this through with, and her sister could entertain the children while she spoke to the police. This had gone on for long enough.

‘What a sorry-looking troupe you all are,’ was her sister’s greeting. ‘Did all of you fall off your bikes? You’re covered in mud, the lot of you.’

‘Hi, Suzy,’ Maggie said, her voice flat. ‘It’s good to see you, but you shouldn’t have come.’ Her sister looked at her silently for a beat, and her eyes narrowed as she registered the weariness in Maggie’s voice.

‘Nonsense. You needed me, and I needed an excuse to make Ian take some responsibility for his children for a change. So let’s get my case in the door, and then you can go and get yourself showered, Maggie, while I bath these two.’

If things had been any less tense, Maggie would have giggled at Josh’s expression.

‘I can bath myself, Auntie Suzy,’ he said, his eyebrows coming together in a look of worry. He had always been a private little boy, and had made it clear when he was about five that he wasn’t sharing his bath with Lily because she was a girl. Maggie had no idea where he had got the notion from, but she hid her amusement and let him get on with it.

The shower was hot, and the pressure strong. For the second time today it was exactly what Maggie needed and she stood under the steaming jet for as long as she reasonably could, letting the water thaw her frozen body. But there was a level of ice in her that no water was going to melt.

The problem was now much more severe. Before, Duncan had been missing and she was genuinely frightened that he had done something stupid. Now there were men out there who were not only threatening her, but who knew her children by name.

Maggie knew she was going to have to talk to the police. Whatever Duncan had told her.
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‘Suzy, it’s good of you to come. But we’re fine. Confused, unhappy, terrified but fine.’

‘Of course you’re not fine. Josh looks lost, poor little man, and you look as if you haven’t slept for a week. Have you been to the police?’ Suzy asked, keeping her voice low. Maggie had put some of Lily’s favourite music on to try to lighten the atmosphere, so she didn’t think the children could hear.

‘No.’

‘Jesus, Mags! Why not?’ Suzy asked.

Maggie bit her bottom lip to stop it shaking. ‘Because up to now I’ve been trying to make excuses, and now I’ve run out of them. If Duncan’s in trouble, I want to help him, not turn him in. But now I don’t think I’ve got any choice.’

‘Thank God. Common sense has prevailed at last.’

Maggie felt something burst inside her. ‘It all sounds so bloody obvious to somebody who isn’t involved. But forget the logic for a moment. This is my husband we’re talking about. I love him. I trust him. He’s asked me not to go to the police, so I haven’t. Ask yourself, in all honesty, what you would do. Go on, stop and think. Would you trust your husband, or would you run to the police because somebody might be threatening you?’

Suzy stared at Maggie for a moment or two then turned and went to the fridge.

‘Why is there never any bloody wine in this house?’ she muttered, knowing the answer. ‘Shall I go and get some? Duncan can hardly complain if he comes home and finds us both pissed.’

Maggie sighed and leaned back against the worktop. She was going to call the police but she would defy any happily married woman to believe this was a straightforward choice.

She could have done with a drink herself, but until this was over it didn’t seem smart to let her guard down. There was one thing she wanted more than any alcohol.

‘Actually, Suzy, would you mind looking after the kids for an hour or two. Then I promise I’ll go and get you some wine. I’d like to disappear upstairs for a while and get my thoughts together because if I’m going to the police I have to make it good, and I have to try as hard as I can to keep Josh out of it. I don’t want him questioned on top of everything else.’

Suzy walked across the kitchen and gave her sister a tight hug.

‘Take as much time as you like. We’ll be fine. And try and get a bit of sleep. Everything will seem clearer then.’

Maggie made her way slowly up the stairs, using the bannister for support and pulling herself up, step by weary step. She climbed onto the bed fully dressed, pulled the duvet over her legs and closed her eyes. But sleep wouldn’t come. The dull ache in her chest grew and the first sob was loud – loud enough to be heard downstairs. She quickly clicked the TV remote and turned up the volume – she didn’t care what was on – because the storm of unhappiness that had been building inside her was about to erupt. Her last defences had gone, and she lay on her side, her arms wrapped tightly around a pillow and wept for everything she had lost. No matter what happened now, she didn’t know how they would ever recover from this and be the family they had been.

Finally the tears subsided into gulps, and she lay exhausted on top of the bed, her body shuddering from time to time. Memories of the years with Duncan flooded her senses. With her eyes closed she could hear him, smell him, taste him. She wished with all her heart that she had insisted on more photographs, but there were none of the two of them together. She tried to conjure his face in her mind, but it wouldn’t come.

It was the word Manchester that penetrated her brain, and Maggie rubbed her eyes to clear them. The television was tuned to a news channel, and on the screen there was a white tent under what appeared to be railway arches. Several people in white suits were milling about.

She listened to a report of a body being found that morning. This time the police knew the name of the victim. Maggie couldn’t help feeling relieved when she saw a picture of the dead woman. For a moment she had feared it would match the one that had been pushed through her door the evening before. But this woman looked nothing like her, and anyway her body had only been found that morning.

As the newsreader’s face faded, the camera homed in on a full-screen image of the victim and Maggie grabbed the remote, hitting the pause button. She leapt off the bed and ran downstairs, startling her sister in the kitchen.

‘What is it, Maggie? What’s happened?’

Maggie ignored her and grabbed her handbag, groping around under the accumulated rubbish. Finally she walked over to the worktop and upended it. Out spilled coins, lipsticks, her purse, a pair of sunglasses, car keys, comb, tissues and several assorted bits of paper. She rummaged through these and plucked out the folded sheet she was looking for.

She pushed past her sister, barely hearing her protest, and raced back to the bedroom, flattening the paper as she went.

She looked from the paper to the screen. She was right. The woman had a mole near the bottom left corner of her mouth. As did the woman in the photo that had been sent to Maggie. It was the same woman – the garish make-up and black wig in the image sent to Maggie had obscured her natural features. But Maggie had received this photograph more than twelve hours before the body had been discovered. There was only one person who could have taken this photo – the killer.

There was no longer a choice to be made. The children’s safety was everything, and this couldn’t be ignored.

She picked up the telephone.
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In spite of knowing how devastating the outcome was going to be, it felt like a huge relief to be doing something. Maggie didn’t want to talk to just any policeman, though. She knew that if she told them everything, the case would end up with the detective running the murder enquiry, Tom Douglas. But she hadn’t made her mind up what she was going to say yet, so decided to talk to one of the desk sergeants at divisional headquarters. She had met Bill Shaw several times, and he seemed to like her. She would play it by ear and ask him to recommend somebody who would take the threat to her and the children seriously.

To her disappointment, he wasn’t on duty.

‘Shall I put you through to somebody else, madam?’ a polite female voice asked.

‘I don’t know.’ Maggie couldn’t decide what to do. ‘When’s he back on duty?’

Having asked for Maggie’s name, the woman agreed to check the duty rota and she was put on hold. If she spoke to somebody who didn’t know her, it would waste so much time. ‘Madam, I’ve had a look and Sergeant Shaw is due in on first shift tomorrow morning. Does that help?’

Maggie sighed with relief. That would be fine. She would get Suzy to look after the children and go in to talk to him in person. She could show him the note with the picture.

She had only just put the phone down when it rang again. Assuming it was the police calling back, she picked up the phone.

‘Maggie Taylor,’ she answered.

‘Hello, Maggie.’ She froze. ‘Good to see you out and about with the children this afternoon.’

Maggie wanted to scream at him – ask him what he thought he was playing at – but her mouth had gone dry. This man had somehow been involved in the murder discovered today, and probably the previous one too. Maggie had dealt with murderers before, but only in the safety of a police station. She didn’t have time to plan what to say.

‘Have you seen the news?’ he asked.‘ Did you recognise our latest offering? Sadly they showed a picture of her on the television without the special hair and make-up we gave her. But I bet you knew who it was, didn’t you? That could have been you.’

The silky voice made her skin crawl. She wanted to lash out at him and suddenly she found her voice.

‘Was it you in that van today? You need to know I’ve called the police. So don’t phone again, don’t leave me any more disgusting photos and don’t speak to my children.’

When he spoke again his voice had a harder edge. ‘That’s a real pity, Maggie. You don’t know where Duncan is, do you?’

Maggie didn’t answer.

‘But I do. If you show that picture to the police your husband will feel the pain. Pain you can’t imagine. Duncan owes me, Maggie. He owes me.’

She could feel the man’s rage now that the smooth tones had been scrubbed away by something brittle, dangerous.

‘Tell me how much and I’ll pay you. We’ve got savings.’ She could hear the pleading in her own voice and hated herself for appearing weak.

A line had been crossed. She knew it. They had been playing with her before – scaring her for some reason she didn’t understand. As a means of getting to Duncan certainly, but now it felt as if the game had changed.

‘Money won’t solve the problem, Maggie. There’s only one way back for your husband. If you talk to the police, his life is over.’

The line went dead.
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Sunday

Any ideas Becky Robinson may have nurtured of having a lazy Sunday had been blown out of the water by the discovery of the body of Michelle Morgan. Not that she would have been taking the time off anyway with so little progress on Hayley Walker’s murder, but the added workload created by the second victim had made it even easier for Becky to avoid going to Mark’s mum’s for Sunday lunch. It wasn’t that she didn’t like her, but if she mentioned grandchildren one more time, Becky was going to throttle her.

Mark thought it was funny. He always put on his serious face and nodded, knowing he was winding Becky up. Last time his mother had asked if they had named the day yet, and Becky hadn’t known what to say. They hadn’t talked about getting married, and she wasn’t sure she was ready. They had only been seeing each other for a year and she had made so many mistakes in the past that she wanted to be sure. Becky had been certain that she loved him, but now she had a nagging doubt. If she truly loved him, why did she get all hot and flustered around other people?

Mark hadn’t been annoyed that she couldn’t make it; he had just teased her about missing out on the planning of their future for the next twenty years. He knew she wasn’t ready to commit, and he was happy with things as they were. But that was Mark. Generally happy with life.

Becky pushed open the door to the staff restaurant. She needed food, preferably something loaded with carbs, to get her through the next few hours. As she waited in line, she turned her head and saw one of the desk sergeants standing next to her. Bill Shaw had been in the force for years and in Becky’s opinion was as solid as a rock.

‘How are you doing, Becky?’ he asked. ‘I bet you’ve got your hands full now. Any further on with the first murder?’

Becky shook her head slowly. ‘I wish we were, but for the moment it’s not coming together. It will, though.’

Becky reached out to take the cheeseburger and chips she was being handed and put it on her tray, feeling slightly embarrassed that the duty sergeant had selected a chicken salad and she’d got a burger and a doughnut. She walked over to an empty table and sat down.

‘Mind if I join you?’ he said, not waiting for an answer. ‘You found out who the first murdered girl is, didn’t you?’ he asked as he pulled out a chair.

‘Yep, she was a nurse. Hayley Walker. We’ve got some leads, but they’re all a bit tenuous at the moment.’

‘I nearly had a heart attack when I saw the drawing in the paper on Thursday. I thought "I know that girl," but then realised it couldn’t be who I thought – I’d seen her alive and kicking when the victim would already have been dead.’

‘Who did you think it was?’ Becky asked.

‘The drawing was the spit of Alf Horton’s solicitor. I nearly picked up the phone to Tom. I would have, if I hadn’t known it couldn’t be her. I’m glad it’s not, though. Nice woman.’

‘Poor cow, getting Alf Horton as a client,’ Becky said.

The sergeant laughed. ‘Funnily enough, Maggie Taylor – that’s her name – tried to phone me last night, but I was off duty. She said she wanted to talk to me about something but she didn’t call or come in this morning.’

Becky bit on a chip. ‘What did you do?’

‘I decided to give her a quick call before I came over here to check she was okay. It’s a bit odd, really. She tried to brush it off, but I could hear the stress in her voice.’

‘Did she say what was worrying her?’

‘She said she thought it might be nothing, but she’d noticed a white van parked at the top of their road a couple of times, and when she went for a bike ride with the children yesterday, it followed her.’

Becky waited. That wasn’t enough to make anybody suspicious, surely?

‘She’s had a couple of odd phone calls too. No number came up on the screen, and I guess it’ll turn out to be an untraceable mobile. She said there was no explicit threat – just a man saying he knew where she was, or something. The thing is, it was as if she wanted to get rid of me – as if she wished she’d never called. I actually wondered if she was a bit spooked because she looks so much like your first murder victim – the nurse. Maybe it’s made her feel vulnerable.’ Bill shrugged and stuck his fork in a cherry tomato.

Becky had never claimed to have the same level of gut instinct that Tom had, but she felt a prickle at the back of her neck. A woman that looked like the first victim – and like the second victim was supposed to look – and she thought she was being followed? Becky couldn’t imagine that this woman was the hysterical type if she was used to handling scumbags like Alf Horton.

‘Who’s dealing with it?’

‘Dan Pierce. Do you know him?’

Becky thought she recognised the name but couldn’t place the guy. Tom would probably know him; he seemed to know everybody.

‘Thanks for telling me. I’ll mention it to Tom, if that’s okay with you. I’m sure it’s not relevant to our enquiry, but you never know. Have they got anything to follow up on? If it’s a ubiquitous unmarked white van and the calls were from a disposable mobile it doesn’t sound like there’s much they can do.’

‘Well, it seems we have all – or part of – a registration number. So they’ll be running a PNC check to see what they come up with.’ The sergeant ate his last forkful of a small salad, and stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to your lunch.’

Becky looked down at her plate and suddenly the burger didn’t look so appetising. Tom always said he hated coincidences, and maybe it was catching. But if a woman who looked like the other victims believed she was being stalked, it wasn’t something Becky should ignore.
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Much to her frustration, Becky had to wait to get some time with Tom. He was tied up with Philippa Stanley, who had asked for an update. That should have taken about two minutes as there was so little to report, but for some reason he was gone for an hour. She kept her eye on the door and finally saw him walk into the incident room and make his way towards her desk.

‘You wanted to see me, Becky?’ he asked.

‘Yes. It may be something or nothing, but I thought I should run it by you.’

He signalled her with his head to follow him into his office, and once they were settled she explained what she had heard about Maggie Taylor.

Tom sat back in his chair and gazed at the ceiling in what Becky always thought of as his thinking pose. It didn’t last long.

‘I don’t like it,’ he said, leaning forward again. ‘We thought the first woman was Leo. Don’t look like that, Becky. We’re over that, aren’t we?’ Without waiting for her response, he continued. ‘As far as we know, Leo’s missing. I accept, knowing her the way I do, that she could easily have decided to take herself off because the new boyfriend pissed her off. But failing to turn up to her niece’s christening is a step too far even for Leo.’

Becky saw Tom take a big breath. ‘I’ve suggested to Ellie that she officially reports Leo missing. She’s resisted up to now for the same reason – Leo is as unpredictable as hell – but we need to take this seriously.’

Becky said nothing. There was no appropriate response, and she knew Tom was right.

‘So now we’ve got both Maggie Taylor and Leo, who look similar to the first victim and to how the second victim was supposed to look. The thing that’s puzzling me, though, is that this makes four potential victims, and all those years ago we were pretty certain that the magic number was three.’

‘Maybe Leo has nothing to do with it. It’s an unfortunate coincidence, and as you say she’s gone off on one.’

Tom gave her a look that suggested he didn’t believe that for one second.

‘Let’s make a quick call to Dan Pierce and see if he has any updates on the supposed stalker,’ he said, and put the call through.

It was frustrating only being able to hear one half of the conversation, but Becky got the gist.

‘What did the PNC check throw up?’ Tom asked. He listened to the answer.

‘And what do we know about this Adam Mellor?’ There was a pause.

‘You’re certain about that, are you?’ Tom said, looking at Becky, his eyes opening wide. ‘I’ll get back to you, Dan. I need to speak to my inspector – Becky Robinson. One of us will talk to you in a few minutes.’

Tom hung up and looked at Becky with raised eyebrows.

‘What’s up?’ Becky asked.

‘The PNC check. The number turned up one white van registered to an address in the Manchester area with sufficient matching digits to make it a strong possibility. It’s owned by a guy called Adam Mellor. They sent somebody round to have a word with him, but apparently he’s away and has been since last Saturday. Nobody knows where he is.’

Becky watched Tom’s face. His eyes were focused somewhere behind her as if he was trying to match up bits of the puzzle.

‘The other thing they found out is that Adam Mellor works for Maxwell Jenkins, Manchester’s biggest corporate finance firm.

‘And that’s significant because…?’ Becky said.

‘You remember I tracked down Leo’s new boyfriend, Julian Richmond? He’s also in corporate finance. And guess which firm he works for?’

Tom’s eyes met Becky’s. They were both silent for a moment, and then Tom pushed back his chair.

‘Get your coat, Becky. Ask one of your team to track down Maggie Taylor’s address. Mrs Taylor needs to know that we’re on our way to see her and she needs to be in, but we have one other call to make first.’
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When Maggie woke up on Sunday morning she hadn’t been sure what she was going to do. She had no doubt at all that the threat to Duncan was real so now she was torn. What if her children were in danger? But yesterday the two men in the van could easily have taken Josh, and they hadn’t. But if they couldn’t get Duncan to do whatever it was that they wanted, would they be back for her, for Lily, for Josh?

The decision felt as if it had been taken out of her hands when she received a call from Bill Shaw, the desk sergeant she had been trying to contact. A note had been left for him to say she had called, so he was calling to check she was okay.

Maggie hadn’t had time to think of an excuse, so she had told him the minimum that made any sense. She had focused on the phone calls and the van – maybe enough for the police to take an interest but not enough for her to have endangered Duncan. And if the two men were watching, they would know she hadn’t left the house. She couldn’t tell Bill Shaw about the note and the photo – it would be impossible to keep a breakthrough like that out of the press, and she might be signing her husband’s death warrant.

After the call ended, Maggie walked into the kitchen and sat down, unsure if her legs would hold her up for much longer. Without a word, Suzy walked across to the kettle and clicked it on, giving Maggie time as she stared out of the window to where her children were playing outside. At least they seemed a little more relaxed this morning.

Maggie came out of her daze as Suzy put a mug of tea in front of her. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Sorry for leaving you to deal with the kids.’

‘It’s okay, Mags. You don’t have to apologise for anything. What did you say to the police? Did you tell them Duncan was missing?’

Maggie shook her head. How could she have told them that without explaining the rest? And if she had, how much danger would she have put him in?

‘What’s going to happen now?’ Suzy asked.

‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore, Suze. What’s happening to Duncan? All I can think is that he’s got mixed up in something by mistake, and he doesn’t know how to get out of it. Maybe he saw something he shouldn’t – you know, when he was out doing a job. Perhaps he saw the girl being killed but didn’t know what it was at the time. What if they’re threatening him, and because he’s not here, they’re threatening me? Maybe they’re after him because he knows too much – a gang or something. So he’s gone into hiding to keep them away from me. Maybe he’s scared, Suzy, with nobody to help him.’ Maggie’s voice cracked.

The phone rang. She ignored it.

‘Shall I answer it?’ her sister asked.

‘No!’ She waited for the answer phone to click in. It might be the man again.

‘Mrs Taylor? I’m calling from Greater Manchester Police. I need to speak to you urgently. Could you please call me back on—’

Maggie raced to the phone and picked it up.

‘Hello. This is Maggie Taylor.’ She listened as the policeman told her that two detectives would like to come and talk to her about her report this morning. ‘It’s good that you’re taking me seriously, but can’t you update me on the phone?’ She couldn’t keep the confusion from her voice. This was overkill for the report she had made.

‘I’m sorry, madam, but one of our senior detectives would like to come and talk to you, if that’s okay with you. He should be with you in about an hour as he has another call to make first. Will you be in then?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Thank you. It’ll be Detective Chief Inspector Douglas. I’ll let him know you’ll be there.’ The line went dead.

Maggie replaced the handset and stood looking at it, her back to her sister.

Tom Douglas, the head of the team running the murder enquiry. Why was he coming to see her? Did he know something about Duncan? Had something happened to him?

With all her heart she wished she could talk to her husband, to give him the chance to explain what was happening to their family and find a way of putting it right.
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Maggie quickly pulled a brush through her hair and reapplied her lipstick. She didn’t want to give the police the impression that anything was wrong. Fixing a smile on her face she turned to her sister.

‘Suze, I need you to take the children out,’ she said. ‘I’ll get them. Can you go quickly, please? I don’t want them to be distressed by a visit from the police.’

Her sister looked up from the screen of Maggie’s laptop, an enquiring look on her face. ‘Sorry – I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to check Facebook but it was already open. I didn’t think you used it?’

‘I don’t.’

‘So who’s Patricia Rowe? It was her page that was open.’

‘What? Oh, it’s nothing. She’s relevant to a case I’ve been working on.’

‘What’s this, then?’ her sister asked.

Maggie was getting more and more worried about time, but she spun the laptop round towards her to see what Suzy was talking about. It seemed she had found Mrs Rowe’s photographs and had clicked through to an album. The photos were displayed full screen, and the one she was looking at was of five kids aged from about ten to mid-teens. Only two were looking at the screen. The others were all involved in fixing their bikes. The bike at the front, centre screen, had a yellow frame, a red suspension fork and a bright green seat stay.

Duncan’s bike.

A boy was crouching in front of the bike adjusting the chain, his back to the camera. Maggie couldn’t see his face, but there was something about his hair and the way it grew at the back. She clicked on the next picture. The same group were now all standing in front of their bikes smiling. Except for the boy with the multicoloured bike. He was scowling.

She turned shocked eyes to her sister as the back door opened and Josh charged in. She snapped the lid closed.

‘Lily’s fallen over, Mum. She’s hurt her knee.’

Suzy stood up. ‘I’ll see to her. We’ll go to the shops and see if a few sweets or an ice cream will help it to get better, shall we?’ she said, turning to Josh. ‘Come on. I’m sure Mummy won’t mind if we borrow her car.’

Maggie didn’t hear her. All she wanted to do was open her laptop again, blow the picture up and check what she had seen. But she didn’t need to. She knew. The boy in the picture was Duncan.
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If Julian Richmond was surprised to see Tom again, this time accompanied by a young woman, he didn’t show it.

‘Come in, Tom. I hope you’ve got some news about Leo,’ he said, a friendly smile failing to mask his underlying anxiety.

‘I’m sorry to bother you again,’ Tom said. ‘This is Detective Inspector Becky Robinson. I’m afraid we don’t have any news about Leo, but I wanted to ask you about one of your employees, if that’s okay.’

Julian looked surprised but lifted his shoulders slightly as if to say ‘Whatever’ and showed them into the house. Once again they made for the kitchen. The radio was playing, and he walked over and turned it off.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I need the radio at the weekend. Now Leo’s not around I can go the whole two days without speaking to another soul, and it feels as if my vocal cords have seized up if I don’t sing or whistle along.’

Tom decided he liked this man. He seemed honest and genuinely sad that things hadn’t worked out with Leo.

‘What’s this about one of my employees, then? I think they’re a relatively honest bunch. You’d like to think that comes with the job, really.’

Tom smiled. He had met a fair number of accountants whom he might have considered borderline on the honesty front, but decided to keep that thought to himself.

‘It’s a man called Adam Mellor. I gather he works for your firm?’

‘Adam. Yes, he’s in my team. A bright guy, impressive in front of clients. Why are you interested?’

‘I’m sorry, Julian, I can’t say at this point. It’s all a bit vague, but his name has come up and I’d like to hear about him. We’ve tried to talk to him, but he seems to be on leave.’

‘That’s right. It was a last-minute thing. He was supposed to be coming to Haydock Park with us all last Saturday – you remember I mentioned that to you? He was coordinating the event. I phoned him in the morning to say we had a spare place as Leo was going to be a no-show, and he called back later to say he wasn’t going to be able to make it either. Somebody in his family had died that morning, so he asked if he could take some leave. He’s going to be away for another week, I think.’

Tom said nothing and avoided meeting Becky’s eyes.

‘Tell me about him, if you wouldn’t mind. Anything you know about his background, his character. It will help us create a picture.’

Julian was a smart guy, and Tom could see that he was weighing up whether to go along with this or not. But then he gave a small nod of the head, as if convincing himself that Tom was okay.

‘I knew his father – he’s dead now – and he admitted to me before we appointed Adam that there had been some difficulties when he was growing up. But when Adam was at university his father paid for some pretty intensive counselling that appeared to be effective. Of course, Adam’s in his thirties now, so I think his wild youth is well behind him. His father asked me to give him a job as a favour, and I agreed. I haven’t regretted it.’

Julian stopped for a moment and looked pensive. ‘I wonder who could have died that mattered to him? I always got the impression that after his father passed away he no longer had anything to do with his family – what remains of it.’ He shrugged.

‘What about his character?’ Tom asked.

‘Hmm. He’s not that popular with his colleagues, I have to admit. I’m told the girls think he’s a user, and the guys think he’s power-hungry. But, as I said, clients love him because he flatters them and they’re aware of his wealthy background. He makes no effort to hide where he comes from, and I think some of them are impressed.’

‘How did his family make their money? Do you know?’

‘I do. They’re quite famous locally. An ancestor on his father’s side was something to do with the original Manchester Ship Canal company. A shareholder, I think. He made his money and got out before the decline in shipping and moved into other growth areas. I believe he was a major shareholder in what was originally the London and North Western Railway. Adam’s father always considered himself a world authority on Manchester transport.’
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It wasn’t until they were in the car and driving away that Becky risked a glance at Tom. He had saved one question for last with Julian Richmond, and Becky had watched his face as he asked it.

‘Did Adam Mellor ever meet Leo?’

Tom hadn’t been able to get out of that house quickly enough when Julian answered. Clearly he hadn’t wanted to be rude, but they needed to find Adam Mellor, and the sooner the better.

‘Yes, he did,’ Julian had responded. ‘He was one of a crowd of colleagues from the office that Leo and I bumped into at Cheltenham.’

Tom had nodded his thanks, as if it was something of a throwaway question, but Becky knew Julian wasn’t fooled. She saw the man’s eyes narrow, but he said nothing. There was nothing to say.

Now Tom was driving, and Becky was already on the phone, issuing instructions. They needed to make sure they used every means possible to track down the van that Mellor had been driving and check for any other vehicles he might own. She would bet her life he had a flash car. Tom glanced at her sideways as if to say ‘You’ve got to be joking’ when she asked somebody to check with Mellor’s family to see who had died. But she was just doing her job – leaving no stone unturned. He could have been telling the truth. Not that she believed he was for one second.

Becky also asked one of the team to check up on his education and where he was in 2003.

‘You think he was involved back then, don’t you?’ She looked at Tom and he nodded. ‘And now?’

‘He’d met Leo. He was suddenly called away. He’s stalking a woman who looks like Leo and like the women who have been killed. Of course he’s involved. He’s the best – the only – lead we’ve got until we can find out who phoned Hayley Walker, or who she went out to meet.’

‘Are we still interested in the backgrounds of the people who worked with Hayley?’ Becky asked.

‘Yes, and I want Louisa Knight brought back in. Hayley seems to have been friendly with lots of people but doesn’t seem to have had any particularly close friends. We need to get a picture of Adam Mellor and ask Louisa if she recognises him. Has he ever been involved with the hospital at all, or with any of her colleagues? Had she seen him with Hayley? We should have asked Julian for a picture, but if you ring him I’m sure he’ll oblige. He didn’t miss a trick, there, did he? He knew we were interested in Adam for all the wrong reasons.’

‘If you’re sure it’s him, why are we looking at the people in the cardio department still?’

‘Because I don’t think we can assume that Mellor is acting alone, plus somebody phoned Hayley and they’re not admitting to it.’

Becky glanced sideways at Tom. She could hear the strain in his voice, the fear that another girl might be killed. And the horror that the third girl might be Leo.

‘We’ll get him, Tom.’

Tom nodded. ‘I don’t know how Maggie Taylor fits into all of this. But one thing I am damn sure about is that Adam Mellor knows what’s happened to Leo. We have to find him, and find her.’
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A broken window pane was allowing gusts of cold damp air into the room, and Leo shouted until her voice cracked, hoping and praying that somebody would hear her. She couldn’t get to the window. Her ankle was chained to one of a row of green metal pillars that reached up to the high ceiling in the vast space. Overhead the remnants of fluorescent light fittings hung, the tubes either dead or long removed. The floorboards had been pulled up in parts, gaping holes revealing another huge open space one level below where she sat. But that was no help. There was nobody on that floor. There was nobody else in the building.

She guessed she was in some kind of old mill, judging by the size, shape and regularity of the tall windows. There weren’t many derelict buildings like this left in Manchester; they had almost all been converted into apartments. She knew they were in Manchester because they hadn’t travelled far, and she was sure she was at the back of the building because just as nobody could hear her, she couldn’t hear anything either. The silence was oppressive, dead. The days were bad enough, but the nights were hell, and her wounds were sore.

Leo couldn’t believe how stupid she had been. She remembered the rain streaming down her windows and how miserable she had felt. When she had heard the doorbell, she had been sure it would be Julian, come to forgive her for being such an idiot. She hadn’t even checked the peephole, and when she opened her front door and saw an arrangement of flowers so vast she couldn’t even see the face of the delivery man, she had been stunned by what she assumed was Julian’s generosity, especially as she was in no doubt that the argument the night before had been down to her.

The delivery man had muttered that it might be easier if he put the flowers down somewhere in her apartment, so she had let him in. That’s when she had seen his face, and the second man. And the masks. Those horrible shiny plastic faces with their fixed grins.

She had been pushed backwards. She hadn’t known there was a chair behind her, and for a moment it felt like one of those dreams in which you are falling forever. Just as a dreamer wakes with a jolt, Leo had crashed down onto the chair, its softness not lessening the sick lurch to her stomach as she landed.

Once she had been bound and gagged one of the men left. She had seen his face reflected in the mirror – only a glance, but it was enough. She would know that face anywhere if she saw it again.

And then the wait had begun.

‘Sit. Keep quiet. We’ll go when your neighbours are asleep.’ She had tried moaning loudly, but he had thumped her in the stomach.

‘Got to keep that pretty face looking perfect,’ he had whispered against her ear. His skin was smooth and carefully shaven. He didn’t sound like a Manchester thug and there was a slight hint of garlic about him. Not strong, just reminiscent of a good meal. But no cigarettes or beer.

She had tried to keep cool. There was nothing she hated more than showing weakness. And she could cope with the punches – she had taken enough as a child, although that was a long time ago now.

She heard him in the kitchen, opening the fridge and then emptying something liquid down the sink. She heard a few soft thumps and guessed items were going into a bin liner. She knew what he was doing: he was ridding her house of perishable food – not that there was much. People would eventually come looking for her, and if the alarm wasn’t to be raised they would have to believe she had left from choice. Nobody leaves milk to sour in their fridge when they go away.

It was in the silent hours of early morning as the world slept when the second man returned and they ushered her downstairs and into a car that smelled of good leather. The driver had left the car and disappeared for about five minutes. Leo heard the passenger door open and a rustling noise. Then she caught the smell of roses and lavender and knew the man had been back to collect the evidence – the flowers and the rubbish.

Why had she been targeted? She tried hard to keep calm, to quash the rising panic in her chest, to work out what to do, but there didn’t seem to be any logic to it. And now here she was, trapped and hardly able to move, in the same place she had been for days. They didn’t come often, and when they did, they wore their masks. Both men were tall – well over six feet – and both appeared to be well dressed even when they came in jeans. Her gag and blindfold had been removed, although that did little good. With one ankle and one wrist firmly secured, she only had the use of one hand to eat and drink.

She had been certain she would be able to escape. The chain holding her leg was firm, but she’d thought that if she could free her arm she might be able to find something that she could prise one of the links open with. A cable tie around her wrist was attached to a second chain, wrapped around a different pillar, and she had yanked on the plastic tie as hard as possible in the hope that it would snap. The men had been clever in their positioning, though. Her arm was attached behind her, the leg in front, so it was hard to exert any real force.

When she heard them coming, she had tried to cover her sore, bruised arm with her sleeve, but one of the men had walked over and pulled the sleeve back. Without a word he had left her to the first man, the slightly shorter of the two, and disappeared. She didn’t know why – not a word had been spoken – but she sensed that this was not good news for her.

And that’s when it had happened. That’s when she knew that she wasn’t going to be able to escape – not now, not ever.

The taller man had come back into the room, clutching a plastic bag from which he had withdrawn a number of items. Leo could see what looked like a pair of scissors but with extra-long handles, and a pair of fine tweezers. The man laid them both down on the upturned box where her water was usually left. Then he opened a small packet and withdrew a thin curved piece of metal that seemed to have some thread attached. Using the tweezers, he grabbed a chunk of the flesh of her arm and gripped it tightly.

She knew what was coming. She recognised the thin, hooked metal for what it was. A suture needle.

With practised skill the man inserted it into her arm, over and over again, suturing the plastic tie around her wrist firmly in place, the agonising piercing of muscle and flesh ensuring that any movement she made would tear her arm to shreds.
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A second phone call from the police informed Maggie that Mr Douglas had been delayed but would be with her in about fifteen minutes. Maggie didn’t know whether to be pleased or frustrated. She couldn’t understand why they needed to see her. She had told Bill Shaw everything she intended to say, so what they hoped to gain from visiting her, she had no idea.

Maggie needed time to think, and fifteen minutes wasn’t enough. On the other hand, if the police arrived right now, at this very minute, they would know something was up. She could feel how flushed her face was, and as she looked in the mirror, she could see the distress and confusion in her own eyes. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and scrubbed the remains of her lipstick off. With her pink cheeks, she looked like a china doll.

Since Suzy had shown her the photo, Maggie’s head had been all over the place. Her heart was pumping – was this finally a clue to who Duncan was? But how would it help her to find him? If the photo of the boy with the bike was Duncan, Patricia Rowe must know something about him. Perhaps she knew his mother. Perhaps they had lived near Mrs Rowe and he had been a friend of some of her children.

Maggie looked hastily at her watch. She had to get in touch with this woman – she wanted to know who Duncan really was.

She went back to the Facebook post that contained the images of the children and saw there were a few comments. Most were from people praising Patricia Rowe for the work she had done with children, but one was from a Stacey Meagan. It simply said ‘Happy days’. Could that mean she was one of the children in the picture? All the girls seemed quite a bit younger than Duncan.

Maggie clicked on Stacey’s name and didn’t learn much as her privacy settings hid her posts from people she didn’t know. Maggie browsed and found a few photos that matched Stacey’s profile picture. If she had to guess, she would have said that Stacey Meagan was in her mid-twenties, but it was hard to know for sure. She returned to Patricia Rowe’s page and saved a copy of the photo of the children with the bikes, returned to Stacey’s page and opened a message. She had never heard back from Patricia, and given the lack of activity on her page, maybe she had given up on Facebook. But Stacey Meagan was another option.

She thought through the words carefully, but she had only minutes left until Tom Douglas arrived. When Maggie set up her Facebook account she had done it using her middle name and her maiden name. She had never posted anything and found the whole idea a bit spooky, but had wanted to see what all the fuss was about. Now she thanked some divine entity that she didn’t believe in for the fact that she had made that decision.


My name is Grace Peters. I wonder if you could help me, please? I see you’ve commented on this picture, and I would like to know a little about the boy with the multicoloured bike.



Maggie added the saved image to the message.


I would be grateful if you could give me some information about him.



She stopped to think. Would she give out somebody’s details to an unknown person on Facebook? Of course not.


I am a solicitor. If this boy is now the man I am trying to trace, I believe getting in touch will be to his benefit.



Whether the woman would believe her, Maggie didn’t know. But people seemed prepared to expose their most intimate secrets on Facebook for the world to see, so she probably wouldn’t bother trying to check ‘Grace’s’ credentials.

She sent the message and jumped up from her chair, pacing the room. They would be here any minute.

The house phone rang. Maggie hoped and prayed it would be the police, saying there had been a mistake and Tom Douglas wouldn’t be coming after all.

‘Maggie Taylor,’ she answered, hearing the quiver in her voice. Phone calls didn’t seem to bring good news any more.

There was no sound from the other end of the phone.

‘Hello?’ she said quietly, certain that it was going to be the man threatening her again.

‘Maggie?’

She felt a leap in her chest. Thank God. Her eyes filled with hot tears.

‘Duncan!’ She whispered his name fiercely into the phone, hoping the police weren’t right now standing on her doorstep, listening to her. ‘Where are you? What’s happening? Please, Dunc, tell me what’s going on – I’m terrified.’

Her voice broke. She wanted him here, holding her, telling her it was all going to be okay.

‘I’m sorry, Maggie. I never wanted to hurt you. I didn’t know what else to do.’ Duncan spoke quietly, as if the words were difficult to say. He had always hated apologising – being found to be in the wrong.

Maggie felt as if all the questions that had been piling up inside her were fighting their way out, scrambling to get over one another in their rush.

‘But why did you go? Where are you? When are you coming back? Why did you have a picture of a dead girl on your phone?’

She heard a gasp from the other end of the phone.

‘How do you know about that? Christ! Don’t tell anybody else. Please Maggie, nobody must know. Promise me, Maggie.’

But Maggie had no time to answer. The doorbell rang.

‘Shit! Somebody’s at the door.’ Maggie knew full well who it was and that she had no option but to open it. ‘Give me your number, Dunc, please. Hang on a second.’

Holding the phone in one hand, she turned the latch on the front door and pulled it open.

‘Hello, Mrs Taylor. I believe you’re expecting us. May we come in? But please do finish your call.’
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The woman who opened the door to Tom and Becky came as a surprise. Tom had been expecting her to look just like Leo and Hayley Walker, but this woman looked worn out with black circles under her eyes, pale skin and flushed cheeks. She wore no make-up, and her hair was tied back. She was a similar build to the other women, and he imagined that when her hair was loose and she was wearing the bright red lipstick that he understood she favoured, there would be a striking resemblance. But just at this moment they couldn’t have been more different.

‘I’m sorry, Clare. I have to go,’ Maggie Taylor said into the phone, her whole body turned away from Tom and Becky. ‘Do you want to leave your number so I can call you back?’

She didn’t pull pen and paper towards her from the hall table, so Tom could only assume that whoever she was speaking to had chosen not to leave their details. Tom was certain it wasn’t somebody called Clare. Maggie’s hesitation before the name had been slight but enough for Tom.

Maggie took a moment before turning back towards them, still grasping the phone, and it was impossible to miss the strain in her eyes. She was biting the corner of her bottom lip, as if to keep it from trembling, and the pinkish tinge to her eyes suggested she had been crying.

A thought struck Tom. Maggie Taylor was Alf Horton’s solicitor, and Horton had been in the custody cells in the building next to Tom’s office. So there was a good chance that Maggie could have been in the vicinity of police headquarters earlier in the week. As they made their introductions in the entrance hall, Tom glanced to his left. There was a coat rack, and scrunched up, sitting on a shelf above the coats was an emerald-green scarf.

It had been her, then. He was right. She had looked so different that day. The belief that it had been Leo was the one thing that had been keeping Tom hopeful about his ex-girlfriend. Knowing it wasn’t her felt like a punch in the gut. Every bone in his body was telling him that something had happened to Leo, and his confidence that she was alive and well had been shattered. He had to find her, and his instincts told him it needed to be soon. But he was sure the woman had been thinking about coming into the office. And that woman, it now seemed, had been Maggie Taylor.

Maggie took them into the living room.

‘Could I get you a cup of tea or coffee, or something?’ she asked.

Both Tom and Becky declined.

‘Mrs Taylor,’ Tom began, ‘we understand you have concerns that you’re being stalked, and you provided us with a partial number plate for your stalker. Is that right?’

‘Yes. I know the evidence is very thin, but coupled with the phone calls I’ve been receiving I thought I should get some advice. I’ve got to know the duty sergeant over the few weeks I’ve been working in Manchester and I thought I should have a word with him. He said he’d passed it on to a colleague.’

‘That’s right, he did. But this van might be of interest in another investigation, and your partial number plate was better than you might imagine. It was enough to provide a match, and we think we’ve tracked down the owner. But before we get to that, can you tell me some more about why you think he’s stalking you?’

Maggie Taylor looked uncomfortable.

‘The van had been parked up the street, and then when I took the children out it was round the corner. We went for a cycle ride, and the van appeared part of the way round – as if it had been following us. There were two men in it.’

‘Did it not occur to you that this might be a coincidence? Perhaps the driver and his mate had chosen to park somewhere other than on the street while they had lunch, somewhere away from the job they were working on?’ Tom didn’t believe this for one single moment. ‘Why did you feel particularly concerned about this van?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe it was because of the phone calls I’d had.’ Maggie shrugged. ‘Maybe I’m being overly cautious. My current client keeps whispering to me that nowhere’s safe and I need to watch myself, and then I get calls from someone saying I need to be careful. They were sinister. It was the tone of voice – the we know where you live – that seemed so menacing.’ Maggie attempted an unconvincing laugh. ‘It all seems a bit of a cliché when I say it out loud.’

‘But nevertheless scary,’ Becky said.

‘I feel bad bringing you out here. I’m surprised you would think this worthy of your interest, to be honest, Chief Inspector?’

‘Oh, I like to keep my ear close to the ground. And as I mentioned, the owner of the van could be of interest to us in another case.’

Tom was well aware that Maggie wasn’t telling the whole truth – if any at all – and he couldn’t work out why. But until he knew, he wasn’t prepared to give her anything either.

‘Could we possibly have a word with your husband?’ he asked.

‘Why?’ The speed and almost fierce tone of her response surprised Tom, but he didn’t react.

‘Because he may have seen some similar behaviour. He might know if the van has been there for longer than you realise, or he might be able to add any number of things to the investigation.’ Tom couldn’t think of any, but he wanted to know what was making this woman so jumpy.

‘I’m sorry, but he’s away at the moment. He’s gone back to where we used to live, down south. There were a couple of jobs he hadn’t finished and he’d promised to go back.’

‘Okay, well at some point we might need his contact details.’ Tom was watching her closely and couldn’t miss the flinch.

‘Is there anything else you can tell us, Maggie?’ Becky asked.

‘Nothing I can think of, and I do apologise if I’ve been wasting your time.’

‘Not at all,’ Tom said. "I’m sure you haven’t.’

Tom and Becky stood up from the sofa and walked towards the door.

Tom turned. ‘Just one thing. A couple of days ago – Friday, I think – were you standing outside our offices – the big building next to the custody suite where Alf Horton was being held? I’m fairly certain it was you, and it looked like you were going to come in. Did you want to see somebody from my department?’

Maggie Taylor shook her head. ‘It wasn’t me,’ she said. ‘I didn’t even go to see Alf on Friday afternoon.’

Tom smiled and thanked her.

It wasn’t a matter of her not telling him everything. She was telling him nothing. And he had never mentioned the time of day.
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‘What did you make of that, then?’ Tom asked Becky as they headed back towards the M60.

‘I don’t know what she’s playing at. She made a complaint – or at least she registered her concern – but then she couldn’t wait to get us out of the door. She was totally and completely flustered by our presence, and in particular yours. Why would that be?’

Tom focused on the road for a moment. He was certain Maggie had been standing outside the office a few days ago. And she must have been to the custody suite before, so she couldn’t have been confused about which building she needed to visit. And she had been staring at the door, as if she couldn’t decide whether to go in or not. And all of that had happened before the incident with the van.

‘What about this Alf Horton character? I know he gives you the creeps, but what’s the deal with him warning her about something?’ he said.

‘No idea, but he’s a nasty bastard. I wouldn’t put it past him to try to wind her up – and it seems he succeeded.’

‘What else did you notice? You’re pretty good at reading people.’

‘I noticed that she was unbelievably uncomfortable when we mentioned her husband.’

They sat in silence for a while, the grey skies and the thin drizzle making driving conditions less than ideal.

‘Okay, Becky, next steps with Adam Mellor?’

‘Everybody’s on the lookout for either the van or his car. We need to get Julian Richmond to give us a contact – his closest friend if possible – so that we can get a list of his known associates. We have intermittent checking on his home to see if he turns up there, and we’re following up the story of a death in the family. We’re also looking into any other property that he might own.’

Tom was happy with the actions Becky was proposing, but there was one other thing he wanted her to do.

‘You know about the bodies that have been found in the canals around Manchester in the past few years?’

‘You mean the “pusher” cases?’

Tom looked at her sideways, his eyebrows raised.

‘Sorry, I know they’ve all been declared either accidental or suicide, but you have to admit it’s a bit odd.’

Tom knew what she meant. Over sixty bodies had been found in the last few years, and almost all of them were men. There was no evidence they had been murdered, and the general consensus was that they had been drunk and had fallen in. Suicide was always possible, but as one eminent psychologist had pointed out very loudly, canals are not locations of choice for suicide and the chances of success without weighing yourself down beforehand are pretty slim.

‘I’m interested in the few women they’ve found. I know the deaths go back fifteen years or so and some of the bodies are badly decomposed, but I’d like to see if any of the women died around 2003, and if so whether they had any links with Manchester University. Can you add that to the list?’

For some reason Tom couldn’t get it out of his head that all those years ago there should have been a third victim.
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Maggie had closed the door on the police as soon as she reasonably could without seeming rude and leaned back heavily against it. She knew her behaviour had been that of a guilty person – she had met enough of them. But when she reported her concerns she had never imagined she would be interviewed by Tom Douglas. She had been expecting a constable – a sergeant at most – to be assigned to her case.

For somebody like Tom Douglas to come all this way to talk to her about a possible stalking incident, the driver of the van had to be linked to a serious crime. It had to be the murders. It was the only thing that made sense.

She grabbed the phone, terrified that somebody would ring her and ruin her chance of dialling 1471 so she could get the number that Duncan had called from. She didn’t think he would have blocked it if he was using a call box because he could just walk away.

Duncan must have known it was somebody official at the door. He would have heard her called Mrs Taylor, and the fact that she had called him Clare would have been all the signal he needed. He had muttered ‘Shit!’ and hung up without another word.

1471 worked. She tried to connect, but there was no answer.

Maggie wanted to scream. Whatever was going on, she knew Duncan would have freaked out if he had guessed she was talking to the police and that might be the last she heard from him. Why on earth hadn’t she said she was talking to her husband and asked Tom Douglas to give her a moment? He didn’t know Duncan was missing, and it would have seemed the most natural thing in the world, but she had panicked. And why had she shouted questions at Duncan when all she wanted to say to him was ‘Come home’ and ‘I love you’?

Duncan, darling – where are you? The thought revolved around her head, beating against every conscious thought.

One other thought was battling for supremacy. Who are you, Duncan?

She walked through to the kitchen and sat down. She waited two minutes and tried the number again. It rang until it automatically disconnected.

Her laptop pinged and she stared at the screen.

It was a message on Facebook, and it was from Stacey Meagan, the girl in the photo with Duncan.


I got your message, but not sure if I can help you. The boy in the picture is Michael. He was a bit older than me. He was at Pat’s when I arrived and left when I was still in my early teens. I do remember he had a crazy coloured bike, though. He was eighteen when he left. He came back a few times the first year, but then Pat never heard from him again. She was devastated. I have no idea where to find him. Sorry.



Maggie read the message over and over. Michael. His name was Michael. He was in foster care. Surely that couldn’t be right. His mother was alive until he was twenty. Maggie had assumed he was a friend of one of the other kids. Why would he have been in foster care?

She slowly and thoughtfully typed a response.


When Michael left, do you know where he went? And do you by any chance know his surname?



That was a risk. Stacey Meagan might think it odd that she was searching for somebody but didn’t even know his surname, but she would think of something if that came up.


Michael left to go to university. I think Pat told me he bombed out at the end of his second year. I’m sorry, I can’t remember his surname. There were so many of us, see, coming and going all the time. But I’ll ask some of the others if you like?



Maggie pressed her palms together, index fingers tapping against her teeth. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to know any more, but she couldn’t stop now.


Thank you, Stacey. You have been really helpful. If you could ask around I would be grateful. In the meantime, do you by any chance remember which university he went to?



She was sure the answer would be Leeds. At least that would make sense. The reply was instant.


No problem – I’ve already started spreading the word. I can’t ask Pat – she’s in a home now and sadly she has Alzheimer’s. If I catch her on a lucid day I’ll see what I can do. Oh, and the university, it was Manchester.



Maggie hadn’t heard the front door open, but was suddenly conscious there was somebody behind her in the kitchen. She spun round, aware that tears were streaming down her face. ‘Sorry,’ she said, quickly scrubbing away the tears with her fingers.

Suzy had returned home with the children and she ushered them into the sitting room, telling Josh to choose a DVD, then pulled the door shut and turned to face Maggie.

‘What’s happened?’ she asked. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

Maggie leaned back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling, trying to curb the tears.

‘Duncan phoned, but he hung up when the police arrived and didn’t leave a number. I don’t know who he is, Suzy. He’s not even called Duncan. He’s called Michael.’

Maggie didn’t look at Suzy’s face. She didn’t want to see what her sister thought of Duncan, and she knew Suzy would find it impossible to disguise her feelings. To give her credit, she didn’t say anything; she just reached out and grabbed Maggie’s hands.

Duncan had never wanted to talk about himself much, and Maggie had always felt that each time she learned a new fact about her husband there was a sense of discovery, as if she was getting closer and closer to him. Now she seemed so naïve.

‘Why’s he been lying to me? Do you know, if you’d asked me a week ago, I would have said we didn’t have secrets. There was that stupid cupboard, but I guessed it held mementoes of his mum – things he didn’t want to share. There were gaps, but I didn’t think of them as secrets; I thought of them as private thoughts and feelings that I would learn as time went on.’

She pulled a tissue from the box that Suzy had put in front of her and blew her nose.

‘You know how it feels, Suze, when you really love someone. You start off as separate people whose bodies and minds are touching, but gradually you begin to feel more and more as if you’re melting into one another, as if you can’t get any closer without getting inside their skin with them. Each little detail that I learned about Duncan pulled me further and further into him. It was wonderful. Do you know what I mean?’

Suzy was quiet for a long moment, and Maggie opened her eyes and turned towards her. Tears were now streaming down her sister’s face.

‘Oh shit, Suzy, I’m so sorry. Of course you know. You must know exactly how I’m feeling.’

Suzy choked out a laugh. ‘That’s just the point, Mags. I have absolutely no idea. I’ve never felt like that – I didn’t know that’s how it’s supposed to feel. All I’ve ever felt since Ian left is anger. I guess it’s time I let that go and accepted that maybe what we had was never good enough.’

Maggie reached out and took her sister’s hand. There was nothing she could say. After a couple of minutes she pushed herself off her chair. ‘Come on, sis. Let’s go and see the kids.’

Suzy stood up too, held out her arms and gave Maggie a hard hug. ‘No, I’ll take care of the kids. You do whatever you need to sort all of this out.’

As Suzy walked back towards the sitting room, Maggie pressed redial again. She was about to hang up when the ringtone stopped, and her heart leaped. Then she heard a voice – uncertain, quiet, young.

Not Duncan.

Maggie paced the room as she spoke. ‘Hello?’ She couldn’t tell if the voice was male or female, but she didn’t want to frighten whoever it was away. ‘Hi,’ she said, keeping a smile on her face knowing it would be reflected in her voice. ‘Thanks for picking up. I wonder if you can help me? Do you think you could tell me where I’m calling exactly? You see, a friend asked me to phone, and I’m not sure if I’ve got the right number.’

There was silence for a few seconds.

‘It’s a phone box.’

‘Oh, that’s great. Thanks. He’s probably going to come back then. Err, can you tell me where the phone box is?’

‘Near the park.’

‘Brilliant. I’m just wondering which park, though. Sorry to be stupid.’

‘Heaton Park.’

Maggie felt her tense body sag with relief. At least it wasn’t far away, but the park was massive. She was also fairly certain that the gates were closed at night, so it was unlikely Duncan would be inside. There must be a park warden, and surely he wouldn’t allow anybody to park up overnight?

‘Thanks. You’ve been really helpful. One more thing – can you have a look round, do you think? Is there a white van parked anywhere near you?’

The line went dead. Maggie leaned back against the wall, a mixture of frustration that she hadn’t managed to get more information and elation that she at least knew where Duncan had been a few hours ago competing for her focus.

‘I’m going to find you, Duncan,’ she whispered.
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Tom had spent too long thinking about Maggie Taylor and what was making her so edgy. He didn’t have any answers, so he had to concentrate on what he did know, and that meant focusing on Adam Mellor. The question was, did Adam Mellor have an accomplice? Maggie Taylor had said there were two men in the van that had followed her, so if a second man was involved it would be good to know who he was.

Becky popped her head round the door.

‘Louisa Knight has agreed to call in to see us on her way home from work to take a look at the picture of Adam Mellor. Maybe he’s been seen around with one of her colleagues. She’ll be here in about ten minutes.’

‘Let’s both see her. I’ve got a couple more questions to ask her.’

Becky stood looking at him for a second. ‘If you’re going to talk to her, I think two of us is overkill, frankly. So why don’t you get started, and I’ll join you when you’ve got through the pleasantries stage, hmm?’

She turned to leave, but not before Tom had seen the cheeky grin on her face. It wasn’t easy to fool Becky. It was obvious that he didn’t need to see Louisa. The fact was, he wanted to.

She was waiting in reception when Tom went downstairs, and as he showed her into a small interview room and asked for a cup of tea for both of them he felt a momentary lightening of the weight of concern that he was lugging around with him.

‘Sorry to drag you out here again, Louisa. Especially so late in the day. I’m sure you have somewhere better to be.’

Louisa shook her head and smiled. ‘Nope. Just an evening in front of the fire. Me, Bailey and a bottle of red.’

‘Oh. Then I’m sorry to deprive Bailey of your company this evening,’ he said, feeling vaguely disappointed.

She smiled and gave a small shake of the head.

‘Don’t you worry about Bailey. He’ll curl up in front of the wood burner. He’ll be fine. My neighbour will let him out.’

Tom relaxed. Dog or cat? he wondered. He was a dog person, and if it hadn’t been for his long working hours would have picked one up from Animal Rescue years ago. It sounded like a peaceful, relaxing evening, something Tom wasn’t likely to be getting in the near future.

He pushed all thoughts of fires, red wine and dogs to the back of his mind and filled Louisa in with as much detail as he could.

‘We have an unusual situation in that a woman is missing who looks very much like your friend Hayley. In fact, when Hayley’s body was found, we initially thought she was our missing person. That seems like a hell of a coincidence, and we’re concerned for the safety of this woman. We’ve got somebody in our sights who we think might be involved in some way, and I’m hoping you can help.’

‘Okay. Is it one of the guys I told you about?’

‘No, but I wonder if he might be known to you; perhaps as a friend of one of your colleagues. Bear in mind that this man may well be entirely innocent, so please keep this confidential. Does the name Adam Mellor mean anything to you?’

Louisa placed her forearms on the desk and looked down, her eyes crinkling slightly at the corners as she concentrated. Tom stayed silent. She let about ten seconds pass.

‘No. I’m sorry, but I can’t think that I’ve met anybody by that name, or even heard it mentioned.’

Tom nodded. He showed her the photograph. ‘He may be using another name.’

Louisa looked at the photograph that Julian Richmond had emailed through to the office at Becky’s request. She stared for quite a long time at the young man with blond hair, slightly pointed chin and an immaculate white shirt.

‘I’m sorry. I’m fairly sure I haven’t seen him before. He’s a good-looking guy in a clean-cut sort of way. He has the look of somebody who comes from money. Would I be right?’

‘So it seems,’ Tom said. He hadn’t really considered Mellor’s looks, but he supposed Louisa was right.

‘Sorry, Tom. I would have liked to help.’ She looked disappointed.

‘Don’t worry. It was only on the off chance. We’re trying to find connections wherever we can, and we’re particularly interested in people who either worked or studied at Manchester University around twelve years ago.’

Louisa gave a sad smile. ‘That’s not going to help much. A lot of our staff trained here in Manchester. There’s something about this city that grabs you, once you’ve lived here, and won’t let go.’

‘I know what you mean. I had a brief spell in London, but I was glad to get back up north. It must be the weather.’

They both smiled at that.

Louisa stood up. ‘I suppose I should go, then. I’m sure you’re too busy to sit here chatting to me.’ She held her hand out towards Tom, and he took it.

‘Thanks for coming. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again,’ he said.

‘I hope so,’ she said, meeting his eyes.

She withdrew her hand and walked towards the door. At the last minute she turned.

‘By the way, I don’t think there’s much point you trying to speak to one of the team that I mentioned to you – Ben Coleman – one of the surgical registrars. Apparently he left for a holiday the day before Hayley was killed. But I also found out that Charlie Dixon – another man I mentioned to you – didn’t turn up for work yesterday. I don’t know if that’s relevant.’

At this point in the investigation, anything was relevant, and Tom thanked Louisa, opening the door for her just as Becky appeared. She smiled at Louisa as she left.

‘Did I miss anything?’
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Sorry as he was to see Louisa leave, Tom was eager to get back to his office. He filled Becky in on the little he had gleaned from the meeting.

‘Dig out the information on Charlie Dixon if you can, and anything you’ve got on Ben Coleman. We need to go through the interviews you conducted at the hospital and see how they tally with what Louisa had to say,’ he shouted as he walked towards his own office.

He sat down, pulled a plain sheet of paper towards him and started to write.


12 years ago – 3 girls (although only 2 dead), 3 lines on legs.

Now – 2 girls dead, 1 missing, 1 being threatened. All similar, or made to look similar. 3 lines on legs.

Is the number 3 important?



Tom knew that serial killers often fell into one of a small number of categories – power and control, visionary, mission or hedonistic – but he didn’t see how any of those classifications fitted here. In the case of victims of a similar type the murders were often considered the work of a mission killer – somebody who believed it to be their role to rid the world of a group of people perceived as undesirable based on their ethnicity, lifestyle or religion. But ridding the world of all pretty blonde girls or, as in the current spate, all dark haired attractive women, seemed an unlikely mission. Sexual gratification didn’t seem to be a motive, as far as they could tell, so could this be a visionary killer – somebody who believed they were being compelled to murder by an entity such as the devil or God? If it was a thrill killer, on the other hand, why did they all have to look the same?

But if only one of the deaths was important, which one was it? And who was she important to?

Was it Adam Mellor? All they knew was that it seemed possible – and nothing more – that Leo had disappeared, and if she had, Mellor might be involved. This was based on the fact that somebody looking like Leo had been followed by Adam Mellor’s van, and that he had met Leo and knew she wasn’t going to the races last Saturday. It was a stretch, but if Mellor was involved in Leo’s disappearance, did that mean she was the real target? And was she already dead?

The other killings seemed to have happened within hours of the girls being taken, so if Leo had been abducted, was her body yet to be discovered?

Tom swallowed the lump in his throat and tried to focus as Becky nudged the door open with her foot, two cups of tea in one hand and a pile of papers in the other. He was glad of the interruption. Becky was less emotionally involved in this and hopefully could see it all a little more clearly.

‘Here you go, boss.’

Having deposited the tea she pushed her hair behind her ears, every inch of her shouting, ‘We’re getting somewhere.’

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Adam Mellor went to Manchester University, studied economics and was in his third year at the time of the first murders. However, we can’t find a single thing that links him to either of the girls who were murdered or the one who was almost killed. Of the names given to us by Louisa Knight, both Ben Coleman and Malcolm Doyle attended Manchester University as well, both obviously studying medicine. They’re both slightly older, but of course they would have been students for a lot longer. We’re assuming that Hayley was going out to meet somebody from work that night, but we don’t know that, do we?’

Tom had to admit they didn’t, but when Hayley spoke to Louisa about this man, it had sounded very much like a colleague – she had been adamant she couldn’t say who it was because it might affect Louisa’s relationship with him. So it had to be somebody at the hospital. But Hayley’s date that night could have been with somebody entirely different.

Charlie Dixon, it turned out, could be ruled out of the murders twelve years ago because he was in New Zealand at the time.

‘Okay, Becky, one last thing, then I think you should go home. It is Sunday after all. Find out when Ben Coleman left for his holiday, will you. And check if he actually got on the plane.’

Tom looked back at his scribblings. They had names but absolutely no way of connecting them to any of the murders. It was a step further than twelve years ago, though, when names had been notable only by their absence.
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12 years ago – mid June

Tom knocked on DCI Victor Elliott’s door and waited to be told he could enter, another one of the time-wasting rituals that were slowly driving him to distraction. He looked through the glass panel, and the DCI held his hand up, palm out, as if to say ‘Stay’ to a dog. Tom gritted his teeth but held his ground.

He knew his superior’s behaviour was getting to him, and he shouldn’t let it. In any murder enquiry tension always ran high, but in his opinion Victor Elliott was making him jump through hoops that were entirely unnecessary. Fortunately, Tom had his ever-willing trainee, Philippa Stanley, who seemed keen and eager to do just about anything she was asked. Sadly, this had encouraged some of the guys to take the piss and send her on fools’ errands, but Tom had put a stop to that. He needed her to focus. She hadn’t taken kindly to his intervention, though.

‘I knew what I was doing, sir,’ she said. ‘I can deal with idiots like them.’

‘Right. So when you were sent for some holes for the hole punch, you knew that was a wind-up, did you?’

She had turned to him, her skin slightly flushed. ‘Of course I did. I was biding my time. Waiting for the moment when I could make the tossers suffer.’

Tom had known she was right: he hadn’t needed to come to her aid. He was beginning to realise that Philippa Stanley was nobody’s fool. As a result of her help in this investigation he had been able to get off home a little earlier a couple of times this week. He hated leaving her to do all the grunt work, but he needed to spend some time with Kate.

He tried to talk to Kate about the baby, about how excited he was, but she changed the subject all the time and Tom had been forced to admit to himself that he was scared. Scared Kate was going to leave him. Scared the reason she had become so much happier just before she fell pregnant was because she had met somebody else. Scared the baby his wife was carrying that he was so excited about wasn’t his.

He was jolted back into the here and now by a signal from his boss. Waving him to come in. Elliott hadn’t been on the phone or talking to anybody else; he was simply posturing.

‘Where are we up to? Any more names in the frame? Still got a bee in your bonnet about Alexander?’ His first words, and they intensified the waves of irritation that Tom was feeling. It was true that Alexander – Tamsin Grainger’s ex-boyfriend – had a cast-iron alibi, but there was something there, Tom was sure. He could see it; feel it. Sadly he hadn’t been able to follow anything up because he kept being sent on wild-goose chases.

‘I’ve been looking at all lines of enquiry. There’s the lecturer who had the affair with Tamsin Grainger, Edward Price – goes by Teddy, apparently.’

‘We’ve cleared Price. He was at home with his wife.’

‘And do you consider his wife a good enough alibi? What about the wife herself? She had as much of a motive as anybody, although killing somebody for an act of fellatio on your husband seems a bit steep.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. A woman scorned, and all that. Do we know if it was the first time, or had Tamsin been blowing him for weeks?’

‘He says it was only the once, but sadly the only person who could confirm or deny that is Tamsin.’

‘Fair point, Douglas. So what are you thinking?’

Tom was silent for a moment. ‘If it was Price’s wife, she wouldn’t necessarily get the right girl first time. It’s possible she killed the first girl by mistake, and learning what she had done, went back for the right one.’

‘So her husband’s covering for her? Is that what you mean?’

‘It’s possible, but I don’t believe it. Women rarely slash throats, do they? I don’t think it’s either of the Prices. I wish I knew what the symbol meant on the top of the leg, though. The profiler says it may be connected with the idea of the power of three.’ Tom shrugged, and neither man spoke for a moment.

‘Okay, tell me more about Price. I know you don’t think it’s him, but humour me,’ Victor said.

‘He works in the psychology department, and he specialises in cognitive psychology.’

‘And what the chuff might that be?’

‘Attention, perception, memory, reasoning. Quite interesting, I imagine.’

Victor raised his eyebrows as if to say ‘Really?’

‘So how did Tamsin know him, then?’

‘I gather Tamsin was hanging around waiting for Alexander, who was doing psychology as an elective, and she caught Price’s eye.’

Victor laughed. ‘Not difficult, from what I’ve seen. My sister used to wear a skirt like Tamsin – so short my dad called it a curtain pelmet.’

Tom stifled a sigh. ‘We’re working our way through all of Tamsin’s exes, sir, and if possible I’d also like to take a look at the warehouses and some of the derelict sites around Pomona. I know you sent uniforms down to check if they were secured, but…’

He saw Victor Elliott’s face turn red.

‘Don’t waste your time. I’ve told you. You’re not looking in the right place. Focus, Douglas. I want this guy found.’
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Maggie crept along the landing, trying to make no sound at all, hoping the rain beating against the windows would mask any noise. She didn’t put the light on, and there was little light from the moon coming in through the window on the landing. Step by step she inched her way down the stairs. She didn’t need to do this, but she didn’t want to explain herself either.

Finally reaching the bottom, she stretched out her hand to the exact spot where she knew her car keys would be, grabbed her raincoat from the hallstand and gently turned the latch on the door. As she turned the handle, the hall was flooded with light.

Suzy was standing at the top of the stairs in her pyjamas. ‘What on earth are you doing, Maggie?’ Her sister’s voice came out in a hoarse whisper.

Maggie stopped. ‘Sorry, Suzy. I knew the kids would be okay with you, and I didn’t want to tell you I was going out.’ She hissed out the words, anxious not to disturb the children.

Suzy walked halfway down the stairs and the conversation continued in hushed tones.

‘Why not?’ Maggie heard the hurt in her sister’s voice and understood.

‘Because I didn’t want you sitting up all night worrying about me.’

‘Crap reason, if you don’t mind me saying so. But go on – do what you’ve got to do. I presume you’re going to see Duncan?’

Maggie shrugged. ‘I only have a rough idea where he is. I’m going to look for him.’

‘What, randomly drive around Manchester, you mean?’ The frown on Suzy’s face was difficult to miss, and Maggie felt she had to defend herself.

‘Not quite. I know roughly what area he’s in, so I thought I’d see if I could find him.’

She could hear the hopelessness in her own voice and realised how stupid she was being.

Suzy came to the bottom of the stairs and reached out a hand to her sister. ‘Why don’t we try to be a bit more methodical than that? Get your laptop and come into the kitchen. I’ll make you a hot drink before you go and we can make a plan. Ten minutes isn’t going to make any difference, is it?’

Maggie’s desire to be doing something, her need to find Duncan – see him, touch him, hold him – had overridden her common sense.

She followed Suzy and opened her laptop.

‘Okay, tell me what you know.’

‘Not much,’ Maggie said. ‘When he called me earlier he was in a call box close to Heaton Park.’ Maggie loaded up Google Maps and pointed to the location on the map.

‘And what’s your thinking?’

‘I think he’ll be staying in a cheap, faceless hotel. He won’t be using a credit card – he knows I could check that. Duncan does lots of jobs for cash. And don’t look like that.’

‘Like what?’ Suzy asked with a look of innocence.

‘People think if they pay in cash he’s going to give them a discount, which he doesn’t, but he’s lazy about going to the bank. It’s all recorded though. He knows I would go ballistic if he was working on the black.’

Neither of them commented on the fact that it seemed Duncan had actually hidden far more than a few bookkeeping inconsistencies from his wife.

‘How were you planning on finding out which hotel?’

‘I was going to look for his van.’

‘It’s a bit hit and miss, Mags. It could take you all night. Even if you find him, the best the hotel will do is let you call his room. They won’t give you his room number, so he can ignore you if he wants to. I’ve got a better idea. What’s Duncan’s van’s registration number?’

Maggie told her.

‘What was the name of the female detective who came to see you?’

‘Detective Inspector Robinson, I think. I can’t remember her first name. Why?’

Suzy took control of the laptop and clicked on the first hotel shown by Google maps. She picked up the phone and pressed 141.

‘What are you doing, Suzy?’ Maggie asked, not entirely trusting her sister and recognising the code to withhold her number.

‘Shh,’ she replied as she typed in the number of the hotel. ‘Hello. It’s Detective Inspector Robinson speaking from Greater Manchester Police. Can I speak to somebody in authority there, please?’

Maggie looked at her sister in horror. It was a serious offence to impersonate a police officer. What was she doing?

‘Oh, I see. You’re the night manager. I’m hoping you’ll be able to help. I presume you ask your guests to provide the registration numbers of their vehicles? Well we’re looking for a white van in connection with a serious offence. Can you please check your records for this number?’

Suzy read out the number as Maggie frantically waved at her to stop. She was tempted to drag the phone out of her sister’s hands, but that would probably raise more suspicions than if she kept quiet.

‘I see. Well, thank you for your help. I won’t leave my number. If he’s not with you already, he won’t be coming. Goodnight.’ Suzy disconnected. ‘What?’ she said, looking Maggie squarely in the eye.

‘I can’t do this, Suzy. I could lose my job.’

‘Listen. The guys on duty at night at these places aren’t going to question getting a call about a vehicle. I’m not trying to extort money or anything. Worst case, I’m trying to help you find your husband. And in the highly unlikely event that we get caught, I’ll say you knew nothing about it. I was working on my own initiative. Stop fretting and give me the next number.’

Maggie blew out a long breath. She had to admit this was better than trailing round car parks all night.

Suzy tried the next hotel. There was no joy.

She was on hotel number five when Maggie noticed her sister sit up straighter in her chair.

‘Right. Can I have your name, please? Okay, Mr Trainer. I don’t want you to alert your guest to the fact that we are on our way to visit him. Can you tell me under what name he has registered?’ She paused. ‘And his room number?’

Suzy was scribbling madly on a piece of paper. ‘Thank you so much, Mr Trainer, and please do not mention this to your colleagues. We need to be sure that we stay under the radar on this one. Somebody will be with you within the hour.’

She ended the call and looked at Maggie.

‘Room 307. He’s checked in under the name of Eric Smith. Not a very imaginative surname, but there you go.’

Maggie felt slightly sick. She knew where he was. She was going to find out why he had left her. Much as she desperately wanted to know, she dreaded finding out. What if he had left because he had somebody else? What if there was another woman in that hotel room with him?

‘What do I do now?’ She spoke so quietly that Suzy had to lean forward.

‘You can’t go in impersonating a police officer – I know that. Here’s what I suggest.’

Maggie sat there, listening to Suzy’s suggestion. It made sense, but she couldn’t stop shaking. She didn’t know if she could pull it off, but she had to try.
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The car park of the hotel was packed, and Maggie had to drive around twice to find a spot, narrowly missing the car next to hers as she reversed into the space.

‘Shit,’ she muttered. ‘Calm down.’ But she couldn’t. Her hands were sticky and her limbs tense. She tried taking deep breaths, but felt as if she was struggling to breathe at all. She had to get back in control. This was Duncan. There was going to be a logical reason for everything.

Forcing herself to move, she opened the car door and hurried through the cold drizzle into the warmth of the reception area. She was going to play this the way Suzy had suggested.

‘Can I speak to Mr Trainer, please?’

The man behind the desk seemed to be on his own. ‘That’s me,’ he said. ‘How can I help?’

‘I understand you had a call from DI Robinson earlier about a man calling himself Eric Smith. She explained the situation, I presume?’

The man nodded, his eyes wide. It was clear this wasn’t an everyday occurrence for Mr Trainer, and she imagined him enjoying telling the tale over a pint, revelling in his part in it.

‘She told me he’s in Room 307. I’m his solicitor.’ Maggie passed him one of her cards. ‘He doesn’t know the police are on their way, but I want to speak to him first.’

‘Should I call and tell him you’re here?’ said the night manager.

‘Please don’t. If he knows the police are coming, he might try to get away through one of your emergency exits. That would set off an alarm and create pandemonium I would imagine.’ Mr Trainer looked horrified at the thought. ‘I need to go and see him, prepare him for the police visit. Where will I find his room?’

Mr Trainer seemed a bit worried. This probably hadn’t been part of his training. He looked again at her card, and Maggie held her breath.

‘You’ll need a key card to get access to the corridor,’ he said, holding out a piece of white plastic. ‘Our security’s pretty good.’

He looked quite smug when he mentioned the security, but Maggie smiled and refrained from commenting.

‘If DI Robinson turns up, perhaps you could ask her to wait. I’ll bring my client down when I’ve had a chance to speak to him.’

Maggie took the key card from Mr Trainer, hoping he didn’t notice how much her hand was shaking.

She wanted to sit down. She wanted, somehow, to delay the moment. Her stomach lurched with nerves. What if there was another woman in the room with him? What would she do?

She had to retain a professional air, so she marched purposefully towards the door leading to the rooms, grasping her briefcase tightly in one hand and the key card in the other.

The corridor was long and badly lit, with a patterned carpet designed no doubt to hide as many stains as possible. The walls were scuffed and there was a smell of air freshener. This was the type of place that Maggie knew Duncan would normally hate. She followed the corridor to a junction and for a moment couldn’t work out which way she had to go to get to Room 307. The numbers seemed jumbled, and she hesitated.

‘Left,’ she mumbled, turning down another endless, narrow corridor. Room 307 was towards the end.

She stood facing the door. The moment had come, and she couldn’t put it off any longer.

She knocked. She could hear a television playing quietly inside but no movement.

Maggie knocked again, harder and with more authority. She heard a rustle as if somebody was getting up off the bed, and then the soft thud of shoeless feet padding towards the door. She held her breath. There was a pause, and she realised he must be looking at her through the peephole, her face distorted by the fisheye lens.

The door opened abruptly. Standing in front of her was a man with a half-grown beard, looking slightly grubby and unkempt. She glanced over his shoulder to the room beyond. There was nobody else there.

‘Hello, Duncan,’ she said, looking straight into his bloodshot eyes.
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The clammy surface of Leo’s skin belied the deep, penetrating cold she felt. She wasn’t going to die of exposure – cold as she was, she knew it wasn’t as bad as that. But she might very well die of the infection that was raging through her system. Sometimes she felt she was slipping into delirium, seeing images that weren’t there. She thought she saw figures, mainly women dressed in long skirts and high-necked blouses. There was line after line of white reels, and metal wheels overhead being turned by giant rubber bands. She could hear the hum of machinery interspersed with a clack, clackety clack noise. Then she would sleep for a few moments and wake to the reality of her prison – a bare old mill – and the knowledge that those figures weren’t real. Her imagination had painted pictures of the past in her mind to comfort and distract her from her pain.

Leo dropped her head onto her chest and wondered what they were going to do with her. They hadn’t been for a while. It felt like weeks, but Leo was trying to keep a grasp on reality and knew this was only the second night that nobody had come. And in such a short time what had been nothing more than a painful wound had become a swollen, agonising lump of purple flesh.

Max and Ellie had to be looking for her, surely? Her sister wouldn’t believe for a moment that Leo had simply forgotten the baby’s christening, or that she would have gone away and totally ignored an event that Ellie had been planning with such excitement for weeks. And she knew what Max would have done: he would have called Tom.

Tom.

She had been so stupid. She hadn’t been able to trust him when they were together and in the end had pushed him away. It had taken her a long time to forgive herself for that, but she genuinely believed she had learned her lesson. Tom had told her repeatedly that he would never hurt her, but he had. Or rather, she had hurt herself. She could have fixed it, but her stupid pride wouldn’t let her.

Tom had explained to her that everybody was vulnerable when they loved another person. That person might die, but does that mean you have to avoid loving anybody because at some point you might suffer the pain of loss? The thought of being vulnerable was more than she had been able to bear, but then she had met Julian. Another genuinely good man. And she had driven him away too. It was like a disease.

She had decided before all of this – this nightmare that seemed to have no end – that she was going to fix it with Julian. She wouldn’t have embarrassed him by turning up unexpectedly at the races, but she was going to make it right and she was going to change who she was. For years she had hidden behind a persona – the uber-cool Leo Harris who only wore silk and cashmere and only ever black and white.

The morning after her row with Julian, moved by a level of self-disgust she had never experienced before, she had raced into her bedroom and ripped all her monochrome outfits from their hangers. They were all going to the charity shop and she was going to wear bright red, royal blue, emerald green – she was going to be different.

And then this.

She wiped her sticky forehead with the back of her free hand and looked at the dark spongy surface of the skin of her other wrist. Would she lose her arm? She didn’t know any more than she knew if she would lose her life.

One thing that Leo recognised when she saw it, though, was a psychopath. Her years of studying psychology had seen to that. The man who had sewn her arm to its binding showed no remorse for his actions and was totally indifferent to her pain. He blamed her. If she hadn’t tried to free herself, he wouldn’t have had to do this.

The other man tended to speak calmly and sensibly in a voice that spoke of a public school upbringing. That had confirmed one thing in Leo’s mind: she wasn’t dealing with ordinary Manchester thugs. But what did they want? Why keep her here like this? She was sure that if they had planned to kill her, they would have done it by now.

Her brain started to feel fuddled again, and she allowed herself to begin the slide back into delirium, her escape from the pain and discomfort.

She was disturbed by a sound. Somebody was coming. Leo closed her eyes. If they weren’t wearing masks, she didn’t want to see them. Whatever their intentions up to now, if they knew she had seen their faces, they would have to kill her.

Leo heard footsteps coming towards her and felt a kick on her thigh, not hard enough to hurt her but to see if she was awake. She lifted her head slowly, keeping her eyes closed. She opened them to slits. His mask was in place. She opened them a fraction more but knew that they would be glassy with dull whites and dilated pupils.

‘Shit,’ the man muttered. He walked away from her and she heard the beep of mobile phone keys being pressed.

‘You need to get over here,’ he said without introduction. ‘The girl’s sick. Bring some stuff.’ There was a pause. ‘I don’t fucking know. You’re the doctor.’

That might have been interesting information had Leo not already guessed by the sutures in her arm.

She allowed herself to nod off, wanting to save her energy for when the posh boy’s accomplice arrived.

She didn’t know how long she had been dozing when she heard voices – the two men talking. The first one had been pacing up and down, a sound that had penetrated her light sleep, but she knew she should pretend to still be asleep.

The newcomer crouched down in front of her. She didn’t open her eyes, but she could feel his presence, smell a subtle but expensive aftershave and feel his warm breath on her cheek.

‘Stop panicking,’ he said to the first guy. ‘I’ll give her some antibiotics and she’ll be as right as rain. Not that it makes any difference.’

Leo tried not to react. That didn’t make sense. That sounded as if she was going to die, so why treat her?

‘How long do we have to keep this up for?’

‘Until he’s compliant. He has to take his punishment. If he doesn’t do as we ask, he knows what’s going to happen. It’s simple. He’s let me down once. Now it’s time for retribution. We give him twenty-four hours or we kill his wife.’
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It was hard to read Duncan’s face. Not because it was grey from lack of decent food and sleep and covered in a thin light-brown beard, but because so many expressions flitted across it in quick succession. The first was horror, the second looked vaguely like relief.

Maggie didn’t know how she felt. Breathing seemed difficult, as if a band of steel was being tightened around her chest. Half of her wanted to reach out, hold him close and beg him to explain. The other half wanted to slap him hard across the face, to release some of the pent-up hurt, fear and anger that had been seething through her for the last few days. Once the tears started, though, she wouldn’t be able to stop them and she couldn’t fall apart yet. Not until she knew if he still loved her.

For a moment she didn’t think he was going to let her into the room, and then he stepped back and held the door wide.

Maggie walked into a small room that held not much more than a wardrobe, a hard-looking double bed and a flat-screen TV on the wall. A bedside lamp cast ovoid shadows on the beige walls. She sat down heavily on the bed and stared at her husband, who was leaning against the wall. She had been married to this man for ten years, and at that moment it felt as if she didn’t know him at all. Did anybody ever really know anybody else? Neither of them spoke for what seemed like minutes.

‘Talk,’ Maggie eventually said, setting her face in what she hoped was an assertive expression.

Duncan shook his head as if it was all a mystery to him.

‘I’m sorry, Maggie. I didn’t want to leave you. I’m sorry I left the kids alone, but I knew you’d be home soon, and Josh sometimes seems like the most grown-up of all of us. I knew they’d be safe.’

He hadn’t known they would be safe. At best, he had hoped they would be safe. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t want to reveal what she knew. She wanted to see how much of the truth he was going to tell her.

‘I had to go. I was putting you all in danger,’ Duncan said. He paused and looked down. ‘I’d borrowed some money, and not from the right sort of people. They wanted it back. They said they would come to the house. It was best if I left. I didn’t do it for me; I did it for you.’

She felt the first stirrings of something like disgust and pushed them away.

‘In what way would we have been safer without you there if some men were coming to collect their cash?’ she asked.

Duncan looked nonplussed, as well he might. ‘It was me they wanted. Not you.’

‘No it wasn’t. It was their cash they wanted. And I was probably a better bet than you, so what would have kept them away?’

He fell silent, and she waited.

‘I don’t know what else to tell you,’ he said, a look of almost defiance on his face.

Trying to control her anger, Maggie pulled her phone out of her pocket. ‘Right. I’m calling the police. They can catch these guys, and that will be the end of it.’

Duncan lunged across the room and grabbed her wrist.

‘What the hell are you doing, Duncan!’ she shouted.

‘Don’t call the police, Maggie. It’s a bit more complicated.’

She waited again, and could see his mind ticking over. He was trying to think of another, slightly more plausible lie; it was written all over his face.

‘Duncan, I know a lot more than you realise. I’ll know if you’re lying to me, so I suggest you don’t even start.’

He still didn’t speak. He looked at the floor, but she was sure it wasn’t shame she was seeing. She could see his eyes were open, staring intently down as if trying to work out what to say next.

‘I thought you’d left me for another woman, you bastard,’ she hissed at him.

Duncan lifted his head and looked at her. ‘I wouldn’t do that, Mags. You know that.’

‘I don’t know anything. Have you any idea what the last few days have been like for me and the kids?’

He dropped his head again, and Maggie wished she could see his expression. She didn’t want him to have time to work out what to say – to decide what would cause the least grief or anger.

‘Start talking, Duncan. And start at the beginning because I know this is not only about what’s happening now. I want to know it all.’

Duncan slid slowly down the wall until he came to rest on the floor, his forearms resting on his raised knees. Maggie waited. She wasn’t going to prompt him. Eventually he started to talk without looking at her, staring at the carpet between his feet.

‘It started when I was at university.’

‘Which university would that be?’ Maggie asked, her expression showing nothing.

‘You know where I went to university. Leeds,’ he responded.

Maggie felt as if somebody had stamped on her chest, and for a moment she thought she might actually stop breathing. He was still lying to her. This man she loved with all her heart was still lying.

‘Stop it,’ she said. ‘Stop the bloody lies, Duncan – or should I say Michael.’ She practically spat out the name and was rewarded with a look of shock on her husband’s face. He didn’t speak, and she wasn’t going to prompt him. The next step was down to him.

After what seemed like hours, Duncan shook his head, and he began to speak.

‘The story I’m going to tell you isn’t about Duncan Taylor. I’m Duncan Taylor. Me. This is about another boy – somebody you’ve never met. And yes, his name is Michael.’
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‘I told you to go home hours ago,’ Tom said as he approached Becky’s desk. ‘We’re neither of us much good to anybody unless we get a few hours sleep, and we need to start bright and early tomorrow with clear heads.’

Becky yawned and stretched her arms high in the air. The incident room was fairly quiet by now, although it would stay manned throughout the night.

‘You’re right, I know. But I’m getting so frustrated with this Adam Mellor guy. Maggie Taylor wasn’t lying about him being in the vicinity of her house that day – we’ve got him on ANPR going into the area, but we can’t pick him up leaving. He seems to have disappeared into thin air.’

‘He’s a smart guy. You and I both know there are ways of fooling the cameras, or maybe he used false plates.’

‘Well that’s not all. It’s just been confirmed that Ben Coleman did leave for holiday before Hayley went missing.’

‘Bollocks,’ Tom muttered. ‘Another dead end.’

‘Not as dead as you think,’ Becky had responded. ‘We’re still waiting for confirmation that he got on the flight, so we’ll see. But here’s the thing: it seems Ben and Adam shared the same counsellor at university – well, to be precise they attended the same practice. I don’t know yet who their specific counsellors were. Julian Richmond mentioned that Adam had had counselling, so I thought I’d check it out. I got somebody to check with the university to find out which practices they recommended, and then when I’d tracked down Adam’s, I requested a list of other clients. If they had counsellors from the same practice, there’s a possibility that he and Ben met in the waiting room or something?’

Tom sat down opposite Becky, the tiredness suddenly slipping away.

‘Here we go again. Another coincidence. Did Ben’s name come up on the original enquiry? It’s not ringing any bells.’

‘No, and neither did Adam’s. I checked that too. They were never questioned, and there are no clear links between either of them and the first victims.’

‘Where’s Ben gone, and when did he book it?’

‘He only booked it a week ago, but he’s gone to Antigua.’

‘We really do need to know if he caught that flight.’

Becky pulled a face. ‘I know. That’s the one bit of information I haven’t been able to get yet,’ she admitted. ‘Sorry. We’re trying to get the airline to check the flight manifest. You’ll know the minute I hear.’

Ben Coleman knew Hayley, and Adam Mellor appeared to be following Maggie Taylor. And Adam Mellor had a somewhat tenuous link to Leo. These were no coincidences.

‘And one more thing, boss,’ Becky said as if reading Tom’s mind. ‘We’ve been in touch with Adam Mellor’s family, and nobody knows of anybody who has died.’

Tom was convinced that Adam had something to do with Leo’s disappearance. They had next to nothing to go on, but somebody had come to her with a huge bouquet of flowers, knowing that she’d had a disagreement with her boyfriend. The only person Julian had told seemed to be Adam, who suddenly wasn’t able to make it to the races, an event he had organised himself.

So where was he hiding her?

‘Becky, your Mark’s a bit of a railway geek, isn’t he?’

Becky rolled her eyes. ‘And then some,’ she said, although the corner of her mouth lifted in an affectionate smile.

‘We know Adam’s family were closely involved with transport in Manchester over the years. Think of the locations we’ve had for these murders – all vaguely transport related. Mark might only know about the railways, but can you ask if he can think of anywhere else that might be a good place to hide somebody. Pity he’s not an expert on canals as well.’

‘Oh, you’d be surprised,’ Becky said. ‘And he certainly knows plenty of other nerds who can fill in the gaps. I’m on it.’

There was one more thing that Tom wanted to do.

‘If Adam Mellor and Ben Coleman’s only connection is through a student counsellor, it might be worth having another look at that patient list, to see if any other names jump out.’

Becky picked up a sheet of A4 paper from her desk and passed it to Tom. She began collecting her things together, but Tom was only vaguely conscious of her actions.

‘Well bugger me,’ he said quietly.

Becky stopped what she was doing and the room was still for a moment. Tom didn’t speak.

‘What?’ Becky asked, clearly unable to restrain her curiosity.

‘Alexander.’

‘Who’s Alexander?’

‘Do you remember me telling you that my ex-boss Victor Elliott refused to listen when I said I thought Tamsin Grainger’s boyfriend was involved in some way? “It’s not that boy Alexander,” he used to say all the time; “he has an alibi,” which was true. But I knew there was something funny about the lad even though he couldn’t have killed either of the girls because he was definitely somewhere else on both occasions. Then I was taken off the case, and that was that.’

Tom looked at the sheet again.

‘And?’ Becky said, a note of exasperation creeping into her voice.

‘He’s here on the list. The same counselling service. Alexander. Right at the top.’

‘Alexander who?’

‘Alexander wasn’t his first name – old Victor called everybody by their surnames. His name was Michael. Michael Alexander.’
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Duncan still wouldn’t look at Maggie. She was sure it was so that she wouldn’t spot the lies, and a wave of sadness washed over her. The fact was, she could no longer trust a word he said.

‘It all started when I went to university. And yes, you’re right. It was Manchester, not Leeds. I only lied a minute ago because it’s what you’ve always believed, and I didn’t want you to feel bad about making us move here.’

Maggie could feel her brow furrowing. That was a pathetic attempt at an excuse, and if he was trying to put the blame on her for his lies, it wasn’t going to work. And it hardly explained the original lie over ten years ago. She remembered the nights they had lain in bed, arms around each other while he told her how much he had loved university in Leeds and how difficult it had been to give it all up to go and look after his mother. The saddest thing of all was that those nights, nights that had meant everything to her, had been built on lies. But for now she had to let him speak.

‘I was studying chemical engineering, and I had a few demons to put to rest so I was seeing a counsellor.’

Maggie didn’t want to interrupt him, but she knew he had missed out a huge chunk, and she wanted the whole story.

‘What kind of demons – something from your childhood?’

Duncan raised his head and looked at her. He understood her so well, and he must have been able to see in her eyes that she knew something. He hesitated.

‘Duncan, I know your name. I know your birthday. And you know that I can find out anything I want to. So stop messing about, for God’s sake.’ She omitted to mention that she didn’t know his surname.

Duncan’s lips tightened, and she knew he wasn’t happy to be telling her this.

‘How do you know about my name?’ he asked.

‘You were in care. I don’t need to explain to you how I know. You need to tell me the truth. Why were you in care, and for how long.’

Duncan’s eyes narrowed and she could see he was wondering how much she knew.

‘I told you my mother was ill. She was ill for years. When she had to go into hospital, I had to go and stay with a lady called Pat. I didn’t mention it because nobody’s proud of being in care. There wasn’t anybody else, you see. Just me and Mum. That’s why it nearly killed me when she died. I was never with Pat for long – only a few weeks at a time – and I went home when Mum came out of hospital. I shouldn’t have gone to university really, but she insisted. She wanted me to have everything in life, so social services arranged for a nurse to call in every day while I was away. But I know I shouldn’t have gone.’

Maggie could feel his pain and had to stop herself from going to him. But she needed to pull him away from talk of his mother.

‘Let’s get back to the counsellor you mentioned,’ she said. ‘What happened there?’

‘The people at the university knew about my mother and the fact that I was having to live with a lot of uncertainty about the future, so I was allocated an adviser. He was good. He helped me to face things and helped me to meet – sort of – people in a similar position. Chat rooms on the Internet were just getting going, and he introduced me to one where people talked through their problems. It was anonymous, and it helped me. I was given a room in the halls of residence for fifty-two weeks of the year and treated as a kid coming out of care because basically I had nowhere to go when my mum was in hospital – no other family to turn to. I was a bit of a loner, so chatting to people online was a lifesaver. You really have no idea, Mags. Everybody has somebody. But for huge chunks of time I didn’t. I had nobody. I felt like a shadow – as if I had no substance of my own.’

The pain Maggie was feeling for the man sitting in front of her was real, but it was as if she were listening to a person she didn’t know well. A friend’s husband, perhaps. She felt detached. How had all of this stayed hidden?

‘Then in my second year I started to see a girl. I’d been out with a few, but I didn’t have any money and could barely afford to buy them a drink, so I’d mainly had one-night stands. Then I met Tamsin. She was pretty and funny, and didn’t seem to care much about where we went. She just wanted sex – lots of it – so we ended up at mine.’

He looked at Maggie. ‘Do you mind if I get a glass of water, Mags. I’ve barely spoken in the last few days, and my throat’s dry.’

‘I’ll get it. You carry on talking.’

Maggie went into the bathroom and found a plastic cup inside a polythene bag. She ripped it open as she listened.

‘I thought we had an exclusive relationship, and it was going well, but one night after a late lecture I saw her walking along the other side of the road. I shouted to her, but there were lots of people milling around and she didn’t hear me. She was all dressed up, so I followed her. She went into one of the staff car parks. It was pretty dark by then but I saw a flash of headlights and she gave a little wave. I thought somebody must be giving her a lift somewhere and was about to leave, but I wanted to see who it was. There was nobody else about so I crouched down behind one of the few remaining cars and waited for them to drive out. But they didn’t. I had a peep after a few minutes, and they were still there – in the car.’

Maggie returned to the bedroom and handed Duncan a glass of lukewarm water – the best she could do.

‘To cut a long story short, she was giving one of the lecturers a blow job. I was devastated.’

Duncan fell silent and sipped at his water.

‘I thought she loved me and that we had something special. When you don’t have anybody, it hits much harder if somebody lets you down.’

Maggie tried to assess how it must have felt to be that kid with no family, few friends and nobody to turn to. He thought he had found somebody to love. She realised she was thinking of this boy as Michael. None of it had anything to do with her Duncan.

‘What happened afterwards?’ she asked, fearing that there was more to come.

‘I went to see my counsellor. I told him what had happened and how I felt. I was so hurt. So angry that she would throw away what we had. I think I probably said that I wanted to kill her, but people say that all the time, don’t they?’

He looked straight at Maggie as he spoke, his eyes slightly narrowed as if to gauge her reaction. She managed to keep her face impassive. He was right. How often had she said ‘I could have killed him’ about something trivial?

‘What did your counsellor advise?’

‘He suggested another chat room. He said it was designed for people who felt like me, who needed an outlet for their anger. It was a private site – you know, not indexed and only accessible if you knew how to get in. I suppose you’d call it the dark web nowadays. Anyway, it was a place where I could express my feelings.’

Maggie was puzzled. She knew about the dark web of course, but generally thought about it in terms of pornography and the buying and selling of drugs.

‘What kind of site was it?’ she asked.

‘A fantasy site,’ Duncan said, his dark eyes fixed on hers as if they were boring into her to read her thoughts. ‘A fantasy murder site.’
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The silence in the hotel room was claustrophobic in its intensity. Maggie stared at her husband, and he stared right back as if daring her to comment. She wasn’t sure for a moment that she had heard him correctly. Did that mean what she thought? People went on there to fantasise about committing murder? It was as twisted as anything she had ever come across.

The tension snapped as the room phone rang.

‘Shit,’ Maggie muttered. ‘Does anybody know you’re here?’

Duncan shook his head.

‘Could they have traced your van, like I did?’

‘I don’t see how they would know the registration number.’

‘Okay, it’s best if I answer this,’ Maggie said, guessing who it would be.

She picked the phone up.

‘Yes?’ she said, trying to sound as if she were in control. ‘Yes, I’m fine, thank you, Mr Trainer. It’s okay, I’ve heard from the police. They called my mobile. I’m going to take my client to them when we’ve finished our meeting. He’ll be checking out. Yes, I’m fine, but thank you so much for your concern, Mr Trainer.’

At the mention of the police, Duncan had pushed himself to his feet, panic spreading across his face. Maggie waved him down, ended the call and hung up.

‘It’s okay. There are no police, but when we’ve finished we’re going to have to move you somewhere else. The guy downstairs thinks you’re a criminal.’

Duncan’s eyes asked, Is that what you think? but Maggie gave nothing away.

She took a deep breath. ‘Now tell me what sort of sick fuck of a counsellor tells a disturbed kid to go to a fantasy murder site? What the hell is a fantasy murder site, anyway?’

Duncan shrugged as if it were nothing.

‘Exactly what you might think. It’s a fantasy site. You go on and you talk about how you would kill somebody and why. Other people make suggestions. There’s even a board that tells you how to commit the perfect murder. But it’s just fantasy. It helps get it all out of your system.’

Maggie had no words. It wasn’t just fantasising about wanting somebody dead; people actually discussed methods of committing murder. She didn’t think this could get any worse, but there was more and Maggie knew it. This website was the most macabre thing she had ever heard of, but if that was all it was, Duncan wouldn’t have mentioned it. She waited.

‘One guy started to chat to me and suggested we go into a private side room. His name was Samil – well, that was his pseudonym. We all had them. The only people who could access the private room were people who were specifically invited, so to start with it was just me, Samil, and the site administrator – Invictus, he called himself.’

It all sounded so juvenile with the silly names, but no doubt they had some sinister meaning.

‘Then Samil suggested that maybe we could help each other out. He had been fantasising about killing his stepmother so she didn’t inherit all his father’s money. He hated her. He said he would kill Tamsin for me if I would kill his stepmother. I thought he was joking.’

Duncan had stopped looking at Maggie again. He was clutching the plastic cup between his hands, squeezing it so that it cracked and staring into its empty depths. She wanted to scream at him, but she had to keep quiet and let him continue or she might never learn the truth.

‘He didn’t know who I was any more than I knew who he was. At least he didn’t know then. All we knew was that we both lived in Manchester. He said that Tamsin’s murder would have to take place when I was away so I couldn’t be implicated. Then Invictus added a suggestion. He said we needed to make it look like it had nothing to do with Tamsin herself – that it was the start of a serial killing spree.’

Maggie gasped. She couldn’t believe they were having this conversation in an ordinary, rather drab, cheap hotel bedroom. She felt hot and the room was airless. Without speaking to Duncan she walked over to the window and tried to open it, but it would only budge about an inch and the gap did nothing to improve the oppressive atmosphere. She banged her open palm against the window frame.

‘How many did he suggest should be killed?’ she asked, hearing a clipped, brittle edge to her voice. She realised that without conscious thought she fallen into the role of professional lawyer. This was no longer Duncan, her husband; this was Michael, a man who had somehow become involved in something evil, and it was her job to get him off. She needed to hide behind that persona, which suddenly felt like the only way she could survive.

‘Three.’ Duncan’s voice had become quiet, as if he almost couldn’t believe this himself. ‘Invictus said it was a powerful number and would ensure that nobody was ever caught. It would be even better if all the victims looked similar – this would cause confusion on so many levels. I never thought they meant it, though.’

‘What in God’s name did you think they meant, Duncan? Did you actually think at all?’

He looked at her then, his eyes wide.

‘I thought it was a game – how to commit the perfect murder, you know. I thought we would do all the planning, and then say, “Yes, it would have worked.” But Invictus kept adding suggestions, and Samil was getting excited about it.’

It sounded to Maggie as if this Invictus got a vicarious thrill from planning such things. Maybe he hadn’t believed it would ever happen either.

‘I was a member of the university cycling team,’ Duncan continued, ‘and they decided that the first murder should coincide with a trip. Invictus said he thought he might be able to help with the selection of the first girl, and he would communicate with Samil about it separately. It was better if I didn’t know. All I needed to do was post Tamsin’s details on the site and leave the rest to them.’

There was a long pause.

‘I never meant anything to happen, Maggie. It was just like an online game. Even Josh plays those.’

‘Don’t you dare equate what you did with a game of fucking Clash of the Clans.’

Duncan had the grace to look away, but Maggie hadn’t finished.

‘If it was fantasy, why didn’t you make somebody up?’

‘Why would I do that?’

He looked genuinely puzzled, and Maggie shook her head to clear her mind. She knew there were fantasy porn sites out there and that people shared fantasies about real people, but could Duncan really have been so gullible as to think this was helping him to redirect his anger?

‘Did you go on your cycling trip,’ Maggie asked, her speech staccato.

‘Of course, because I keep telling you I never really thought it would happen. I knew that Samil had recruited a helper. Invictus had suggested it. He said it made it easier to lure the victims in, and Samil needed a killing site – somewhere safe so they could take their time over it and be safe.’

‘And you knew all this? You went along with it?’

‘I thought it was all part of the fantasy. Do you think I wanted any of this to happen?’

‘What did you expect? You had given them the girl’s details, the dates when you would be away. You still thought it was fantasy?’

Duncan didn’t look at her, and Maggie didn’t know whether to believe him or not.

‘But it wasn’t, was it?’ she asked.

‘No.’

Maggie jumped off the bed and rushed to the bathroom.


48

Maggie stayed locked in the bathroom for ten minutes. She couldn’t breathe. She needed to be out of that airless room and away from Duncan. She leaned heavily on the washbasin, head down, wondering if she was going to be sick, and forced herself to take long, deep breaths.

If she could continue to convince herself that this was Michael she was hearing about, and not the Duncan who had sat up for hours nursing toddler Josh when he had an ear infection, or who had lain on the rug pretending to be poorly while Lily played nurse making Daddy better, she could deal with it. She could assign the actions and behaviours she had just heard about to a man she didn’t know.

Finally she opened the door. Duncan hadn’t moved, but he looked up at her, trying to gauge what she was thinking. She looked away, not wanting him to see how shaken she was. If he knew how she was feeling he might stop talking.

In the confines of the small bedroom she was going to have to step over his feet to get back to the bed and she didn’t want to touch him. The room suddenly seemed darker than ever, although she knew it was her imagination.

‘I’m sorry, Maggie. I know it’s not a nice story, but you have to understand all of that to understand the rest.’

There was one thing she had to ask him before he told her any more. ‘This man – Samil. Did he ever call himself Sam?’

‘What? Why?’ asked Duncan.

‘Just answer the bloody question. Did he ever call himself Sam?’ She could hear her voice shaking and fought for control.

‘Sometimes, but why is it important?’

‘Because a man spoke to Josh yesterday. He asked if he was missing his daddy, and he said to say hi. From Sam!’

Maggie couldn’t look at Duncan. She was terrified that his expression would fail to show the horror she was feeling. She needn’t have worried, though, because he had turned his head away from her towards the door, muttering ‘Oh, shit.’

She wanted to rush at him and throttle him for putting their son in such jeopardy, but first she had to know it all and she knew there was more to come.

‘You need to carry on with your story. I need to know what happened next. When did you realise that this was no fantasy?’

‘Samil said I should go ahead with the cycling trip at the beginning of May. I think it was North Wales the first time.’

Maggie felt her body twitch. The first time?

‘He said he had recruited somebody, and they were going to make Tamsin pay for what she’d done.’

Duncan’s voice became even quieter and Maggie had to strain to hear his words. ‘The news came on the day we were due to head back from the trip. A girl, a student at the university, had been found dead on Pomona Island.’ Duncan raised his eyes to Maggie’s and must have seen the confusion there. ‘It’s a strip of wasteland right in the heart of Manchester.’ He looked away again, and she wondered why he didn’t want her to see his eyes.

‘I remember feeling sick,’ he said. ‘I thought I was going to throw up in front of the whole cycling team. Somebody other than me asked the question: “Who was it?” The lecturer who was leading the group said, “Sonia Beecham,” and I nearly passed out. I felt the room spinning. Thank God this was some other poor kid. It had nothing to do with me.’

Duncan pushed himself up off the floor and went to the wardrobe opposite the bathroom. He slid the door open and bent down to retrieve a small cardboard box, which he carried back to where he had been sitting and slumped back down the wall. Maggie glanced at the box and knew instantly where it had come from. This had to be the contents of Duncan’s cupboard – his mementos. Settling back down with the box between his knees, he pulled out an old newspaper and handed it to Maggie.

She looked at the picture – a pretty girl with shoulder-length blonde hair and a shy smile. Underneath was an article about the murder and where they had found the body.

‘Before I saw the newspaper, I thought it was just another murder in Manchester. Thank God, it really had all been a fantasy. And then I saw the photograph and I knew. This girl – this Sonia Beecham – was the spitting image of Tamsin. I knew then that they’d followed the instructions on the website from Invictus. This murder was going to be the first of three.’

‘So what did you do?’

Duncan looked down and said nothing. Maggie leapt off the bed and knelt in front of him. She grabbed his head between her open palms and forced him to look at her.

‘Did you warn Tamsin? Did you? Did you go to the police and tell them what had happened? What did you do, Duncan? For God’s sake, tell me you did something.’

He reached up and pulled her hands away.

‘Of course I didn’t. The police would have blamed me, Mags. And it wasn’t my fault. I was in over my head. I was a kid in and out of care – exactly the sort the police like to pin things on. I had just been fantasising – exactly what my counsellor told me to do – but how could I prove that?’

‘Your counsellor! Did you tell him what he’d done? Did he realise what happened because of what he had advised you to do? You knew they were going to kill somebody else, didn’t you? You could have stopped it.’ Maggie’s voice cracked. She sat back on her heels, staring at a man she didn’t know.

Duncan shook his head. His face was flushed with anger – at her or at the guys from the website she wasn’t sure.

‘None of this was my fault. I thought killing one girl it might have put them off. They’d had their thrill – that was the end of it. But then I went on my second cycling trip – to Keswick – and that’s when they killed Tamsin.’

‘And you still didn’t do anything?’ Maggie buried her face in her hands as tears streamed down her cheeks. ‘Stop saying it wasn’t your fault, for Christ’s sake. You could have done something; you could have stopped it.’

‘What could I do? I didn’t know who they were. But they found out who I was because when Tamsin was killed I was questioned by the police and there was a picture of me in the paper.’

Maggie knew that after Tamsin was killed, had Duncan admitted his part in it all he would almost inevitably have been charged with something – probably conspiracy to murder or soliciting to murder, either of which would have resulted in a prison sentence. So he had done nothing. Nothing. Even though he had known that the plan was to kill three girls.

She lifted her head and stared at him.

‘All this because of a blow job? For God’s sake, Duncan…’ Maggie trailed off. There was no more to say.

Duncan was immediately on the defensive, a hint of anger in his tone. He sat up straighter against the wall.

‘It’s easy for you to say that. You have no idea how I felt. How did you feel when you thought I might have left you for another woman?’

‘I felt like shit, but even if you had, I wouldn’t have wanted to murder anybody. And we’ve been married for ten years and have two kids. It’s not some short term relationship, for fuck’s sake.’

She turned away from him and crawled back to the bed, clambered onto the duvet and rolled onto her side, her back to Duncan. She didn’t want to look at her husband, to see his face as he made his excuses.

‘I had nobody back then, Mags. Remember that. For the first time, I had thought I had somebody that cared about me. Just me.’

Maggie felt a momentary tug of sympathy for a boy who was so alone, but nothing could excuse this.

‘What about the third girl?’ she asked, her back still to him.

For a moment, Duncan said nothing. Maggie waited, not trusting herself to speak again.

‘It went wrong.’ His voice was low, and he cleared his throat. ‘Samil had worked with this other guy – some posh kid, from what I could gather by the way he expressed himself on the site – who had a grudge against the world, it seemed. He was what Invictus called a schemer – Machiavellian. He had access to some places where the kills could take place. I don’t know much more than that. He was going to do the second one, but he didn’t have the balls to use a knife, so he decided to strangle her. I think he just wanted to know what it felt like to kill somebody, but in the end he couldn’t finish it, so Samil did. The other guy helped dispose of the bodies. But he wanted another go with the third one. He messed it up and she survived.’

‘Thank God for small mercies,’ Maggie whispered under her breath, replaying Duncan’s words in her head. She was staggered by the ease with which he had referred to the kills and the disposal of the bodies.

Duncan went quiet and Maggie rolled over to look at him. He was back to contemplating the patterned carpet between his feet. The pause gave Maggie time to think. How could the man to whom she had felt so close – as if, as she had said to Suzy, she was almost inside his skin with him – have had all these secrets, this history that he had concealed from her? What else had he hidden from her? Who was he, really?

‘That’s when it got really difficult.’ Duncan had started again, talking quietly, barely opening his mouth as if he didn’t want to say the words out loud.

She had thought it was over, that all the horrors had been aired. But then she realised there had to be more, or why would this Samil be threatening them all now?

‘Samil wanted me to kill his stepmother. He said I owed him. I didn’t do it, Mags. I had to leave university to look after my mother – I told you that. So I used the opportunity to get away and changed my name.’
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Maggie had no more words – there was nothing left to say. As a defence lawyer, she could argue that a young, impressionable boy had found himself in a dreadful situation with nobody to guide him out of it. As a wife, she didn’t know how to deal with the revelations – the secrets, the lies, but most of all the lack of a conscience. Duncan didn’t think any of it was his fault.

‘I think it’s time we moved you from here,’ Maggie said, her voice weary. ‘We don’t want the manager getting suspicious and calling the police to check my story. Let’s find somewhere else.’

She felt ill, but she had to be practical. Her head ached and her whole body seemed to be full of sandbags, each of her limbs heavy and unwieldy. But she had to get him out of this hotel.

‘I’ve not got much cash left, Mags, and I’m not happy about using a credit card. I don’t know who these guys are. What if one of them is police and he can track me?’

Duncan looked beaten. For a man who was meticulous about his clothes, his jeans looked crumpled and a size too big, and his demeanour made him seem small, shrunken. But she couldn’t rid herself of the thought that her husband only seemed concerned about what Samil might do to him. Samil knew where she lived, for God’s sake. He had threatened her.

Hiding her hurt at his thoughtlessness she reached for her bag. ‘I’ve got enough money for a couple of nights, and then let’s hope it will all be over. Pack your stuff, Duncan. Please.’

Duncan stood up and held out his arms. ‘Come here,’ he said

Maggie took a step back.

‘Okay. Suit yourself.’ He turned away and began to pick up items of clothing and shove them haphazardly in his bag.

She had rejected him and he didn’t know how to deal with it. She didn’t think it had ever happened before.

‘Dunc…’

‘Forget it, Maggie. Let’s just go.’ He walked into the bathroom to collect the few odds and ends on the narrow glass shelf. He stuck the small cardboard box on top of everything in his bag and walked towards the door.

‘After you,’ he said, holding the door open with mock courtesy.

There was no chance to speak after that. She told Mr Trainer that she was taking him to the police station, and that Duncan’s van would have to remain where it was until tomorrow, when somebody would come and collect it. She hoped that was acceptable. Mr Trainer kept his head down over his paperwork, but kept giving Duncan surreptitious glances from under his bushy eyebrows. Duncan’s lips were tightening by the second, and Maggie knew she needed to get him out of there.

They didn’t speak again until they were in the car.

‘You know, Maggie, you seem to think I shouldn’t have kept any of this from you. But just look at your reaction: you didn’t even want to give me a hug. So if I’d told you when we met, do you think you would ever have married me?’

Maggie couldn’t answer. She had loved him so much and would never regret the time they had spent together. She still loved him, and still wanted him in her life. But would she have married him all those years ago? No, she wouldn’t. She liked to think she would have gone to the police and told them the whole story.

She put the key in the ignition and started the engine to clear the steamed-up windscreen, suddenly exhausted by the emotional carnage of the past few days. She had so much left to ask him, but she didn’t know if she had the energy.

The car began to warm up, but she didn’t feel ready to drive. Not yet.

‘If you must know, Duncan, I feel as if I’ve been put through a shredder. That just about sums it up. This isn’t about whether you kept anything from me. It’s about what you did and who you are, so forgive me if I’m a bit confused at the moment. And don’t you dare judge me. If I’m honest, I don’t much like the sound of Michael, but I do love Duncan and always have done. I need to separate the young bloke who was lonely and unhappy and made a terrible mistake that cost two girls their lives from the man who nursed his mother and who’s been a loving husband and father. I need time.’

Suddenly she was shaking, and hot tears spilled down her cheeks.

‘I’m so sorry, Mags,’ Duncan murmured. ‘I didn’t want to hurt you. It was all so long ago and I’m not that person anymore. We need to deal with this so we can go back to how we were.’

Maggie’s tears dried as instantly as they started. She had forgotten that his confession was far from the end of it.

‘So what, exactly, are we dealing with?’ she asked, dreading the answer.

‘I have to pay for failing to kill Samil’s stepmother. He couldn’t do it himself – his motive was glaringly obvious. Then apparently his father died and left all his money to her. There was nothing Samil could do. Since then she’s died too, but she left the whole lot to her own children. They’re not even his father’s kids.’

‘What do you mean, you have to pay?’

‘I don’t know, Mags. He wants to make me suffer, but he won’t tell me precisely what he wants me to do. I thought if he couldn’t find me he might get bored with the idea, or slip up and I would find him first. I don’t know. He says he wants to meet me.’

‘How the hell is he communicating with you?’

‘Through the same website. He sent me a text message on my phone – several, in fact, in the last couple of weeks, asking to meet. I ignored them.’

‘So what happened?’

‘You know what happened. He killed that woman, the one that looked just like you. He sent me the picture and said we had to keep in touch via the website.’

Maggie closed her eyes. There was no point asking him why he hadn’t gone to the police at that point. If he hadn’t gone twelve years ago, there was no way he would have considered going now.

She knew she had to say something. Her voice was quiet because she was sure she knew the answer.

‘And if you don’t meet him and do whatever it is he’s going to ask you to do?’

Duncan looked away from her, out through the clear windscreen to the black car park.

‘I don’t know.’

She spun round and looked at him. ‘Yes you bloody do. Say it, Duncan, just say it.’

‘He says he’ll kill you.’
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After Duncan’s pronouncement, Maggie put the car into gear and drove, checking repeatedly over her shoulder to see if she was being followed.

The threat to her life shouldn’t have come as a surprise given the phone calls and the note she had received, but now it was real. These men had already killed four times – twice twelve years ago, twice this week. Another death would mean nothing to them. They wouldn’t hesitate to kill her if it suited their aims.

How could Duncan have let it come to this? As far as she could see, he had done nothing at all to protect her. She clung to the steering wheel to control the shaking.

The only sound was the soft noise of the engine and the swish of the windscreen wipers. For a long time, Maggie couldn’t trust herself to speak.

She finally broke the silence. ‘What were you planning to do if I hadn’t turned up tonight, hmm? This obviously wasn’t going to go away, so what was your plan? Did you even have a plan? Or were you just going to hide until they had done their worst?’

Duncan sighed as if she was asking a ridiculous question.

‘I thought I could stop replying to them on the website, and then after a few days they would think I’d gone. I thought that would be better.’

‘Better for whom, exactly? He phoned me – at least, one of them did. He phoned twice. He pushed a picture of the second girl – the second dead girl – through my letter box. Jesus Duncan, if you didn’t have a plan then, have you got one now? This is my life we’re talking about. And with all that was happening, you left me no way to get in touch with you. No way.’

A dark tide of anger was creeping up on her, threatening to drag her under. She had to keep control.

‘They’re empty threats, Mags. They want you to force me to go and see them.’

‘Your son could have seen that gruesome picture. Imagine that, and what it might have done to him. You haven’t once asked me how Josh is, or Lily. Do you know that? Not once.’

‘That’s because I know they’ll be fine with you. I miss them. Of course I do. But there’s been so much else to say.’

To Maggie his words sounded hollow, as if they were nothing more than the words he was expected to say.

‘That man – Samil, or whatever he’s called – he says he knows where you are.’

‘He’s bluffing. He would have come for me if he did, you know that. Look, they can keep threatening to kill you and intimidate me by killing lookalikes, but if they actually kill you, they won’t have any more bargaining chips to make me do whatever it is they want, so they’re not going to do that.’

Maggie whipped round to look at him and just as quickly turned back to the road. He was kidding himself, and it was written all over his face – trying to convince himself of what he hoped would be the outcome, rather than what he truly believed.

‘Are you telling me that you’re happy for them to carry on killing these women?’ she said. ‘And what makes you think they don’t have any more bargaining chips? You’ve got two children. Will they start on them after me?’

Her voice broke. They couldn’t hurt her children. Surely Duncan wouldn’t allow that?

‘I’ve done everything, Mags. Do you think any of this is what I want?’ There was a pleading tone to Duncan’s voice that infuriated Maggie. ‘I’ve tried to make them understand. I would have offered money, but it wouldn’t be enough. I’ve threatened them with exposure to the police for what they did all those years ago, but they know I can’t prove a thing – at least not without me going down with them. Don’t accuse me of not trying – because I have.’

She gripped the steering wheel tightly and thanked God that the streets were empty because she was sure her driving was erratic. Surely he knew what he should have done?

Duncan’s voice softened.

‘I need you, Maggie. I shouldn’t have shut you out, and I’m sorry. Perhaps I should have told you everything years ago, but I wanted you to love me. Now… I need your help – I need you to work out what we should do.’

Maggie said nothing. How was she expected to respond? She had no idea what he should do, but she hadn’t missed the fact that it was now her problem too. There was another thing nagging at Maggie as she circled the park, not even thinking of finding Duncan somewhere to stay until they had finished talking.

‘How did they know where to find you in the first place, after so long?’

She sensed Duncan was shaking his head. ‘I haven’t been able to work that out.’

‘So who knew you were coming back to Manchester?’

‘Nobody – well, nobody who knew my name.’

‘Which name would that be?’

‘Don’t take that tone, Maggie. I should have told you the truth about my name, but then I would have had to tell you the rest, and you wouldn’t have wanted me. Can’t we move on from that?’

Maggie’s anger wasn’t helping anybody, but it burned fiercely and she had no other outlet. She gave herself a minute.

‘Work it out, Duncan. Just bloody work it out. Who knew you were coming back? It doesn’t matter if they knew your name.’

Duncan was silent for a moment. She could almost hear his brain working out what to say, and she knew he was going to have to confess to something else.

‘Before I got involved in the fantasy site, I used to chat on a forum for adults who were lonely. We helped each other. One guy on there was particularly helpful and I’ve been in touch with him since just after I started university. We still chat every now and again, mainly for his benefit. He knows I’m settled and happy, but he isn’t so I’ve been trying to be supportive, as he was with me.’

Maggie waited. There had to be more.

‘I told him I was moving back to Manchester. He said he was living here now – I don’t know where he was originally. We never said. He didn’t even know my real name. Like all these forums, people can use any name they want. He called himself William, but I’ve no idea if that was his real name. Anyway, he asked if I thought it was time we met face to face. He would like to buy me a pint. He suggested a pub, and I said it would have to be lunchtime because of the kids. I went, but he never turned up.’

‘Did he ever say why not?’

‘He was ill, apparently. I waited half an hour and got talking to some guy about a plumbing job. He’d seen the van outside – noticed the sign I prop up in the back window – until I get the lettering done on the sides. He asked for my card.’

Maggie looked at him. Surely he had made the connection? She had come to realise many things about her husband tonight, but she had never thought he was stupid.

‘It sounds to me as if you were well and truly set up,’ she said as she pulled into the car park of a small private hotel.

‘What, by William?’

‘Who else? Nobody else knew you both before and after, so who the hell do you think it was? Somehow or other, this William must be connected to Samil. Was the guy who approached you Asian?’

‘No, he was posh Manchester. Not that I think Samil’s Asian. The name’s got nothing to do with race. I looked it up once. It’s a variant of the Hebrew Sama’el. It means Angel of Death.’

Maggie stopped breathing. Under different circumstances she might have laughed at the absurdity of the name, but she knew this man was lethal.

‘It’s him, Duncan. The man who called me. Your friend William must have told Samil where to find you. Either that or William and Samil are one and the same. There are coincidences, but this is way too much of one. You need to tell me everything you know about the man in the pub. I need to know him if I see him.’

And somehow Maggie knew that she would be seeing him, sooner or later.
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It was after three when Maggie finally crawled into her own bed. Her sister’s light had been on, but she had ignored it and gone straight into a very hot shower, feeling as if her skin was crawling. After a brief and restless three hours trying to make sense out of everything she had learned, she still felt dirty. She scratched the flesh of her bare arms.

Somewhere out there a man calling himself by a name that meant Angel of Death wanted to kill her.

She had told Duncan they would find a solution, but Maggie hadn’t a clue what that might be. Every spark of an idea she had was mentally ripped up and discarded with increasing frustration. Now she understood why Duncan hadn’t wanted her to go to the police. He would be charged with conspiracy to murder for the deaths twelve years ago. His defence – that he hadn’t meant it to happen for real – would mean nothing, and the evidence against him was compelling, the scene he caused when he caught Tamsin with the lecturer being one, and the fact that he had run away and changed his name – whatever the reason – being the other. He could get life imprisonment. Even if he could identify the real killers, who were fairly safe behind the walls of the dark web, Maggie didn’t think it would make any difference.

Maggie had thought she and Duncan were as close as two people could be, but she now had to admit to herself that she knew very little about him. Even tonight he had tried to lie to her over and over again without realising how much she knew.

The phrase ‘pathological liar’ leapt into her head. She had come across it recently but couldn’t remember the context. At that moment it seemed a perfect label for Duncan. And he seemed incapable of accepting any guilt.

There was no doubt at all that he should have gone to the police immediately the first girl was killed twelve years ago – the girl called Sonia whose only fault had been that she looked like Tamsin. Maggie couldn’t excuse Duncan for that. She could blame it on his youth and on his fear of imprisonment, but it didn’t alter the fact that her husband – the man she had loved devotedly for ten years – had allowed somebody’s child to be brutally murdered. The thought of the girl’s last minutes almost drove all rational thought from her mind.

Maggie was trying desperately to think of Duncan and Michael as two separate people because it was the only way she believed she would be able to deal with it all. She visualised this young man – somebody she didn’t know who was only twenty years old – and tried to understand his dilemma. She blamed him for inflicting this horror on Duncan, her loving husband, and on her family.

By the time she had left Duncan at his new hotel, suggesting he pick his van up in the morning as discreetly as he could and dump it somewhere miles from where he was staying, she was weak from emotional exhaustion.

‘What’s going to happen now?’ Duncan had asked. ‘When can I come home? When can my life get back to normal?’

‘I don’t have the faintest idea, but not yet. All I know is that one of us has to come up with a plan, and as far as I can see your only plan has been to do nothing,’ Maggie had said. ‘When has inertia ever won the day, Duncan?’

She paused for his answer, not really expecting one. Duncan said nothing.

‘We’re not just talking about your life getting back to normal, either,’ she continued, ‘so stop making it all about Duncan bloody Taylor. You’d better phone me tomorrow evening when the children are in bed and see if I’ve come up with something that will at least save anybody else from getting killed.’

She could see from his expression that Duncan sensed her fury and his next words confirmed it.

‘You married me for better or for worse, Maggie. I know I’ve made a mistake, but surely everybody’s allowed that? And we were happy. We’ll be happy again. The kids need us both, and you know how good we are together.’

A mistake. If he called it that one more time she was certain she would lose it completely. But angry as she was with him, she needed some comfort too. Just for a moment, she had to think of him as the man she had loved for the past ten years. She needed to hold him, feel the warmth from his body pass into hers and let some of the tension seep from her limbs.

Could they ever get back to the people they had been? Of course not. Could they have a different form of happiness – one that was based on absolute truth? She was no closer to an answer.
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She couldn’t stay in bed all day. She had to get to the office and try to find some time to examine past cases to see if there was any way that Duncan could go to the police and not be charged. She already knew it was highly unlikely.

Maggie forced herself to get up and go downstairs. She needed coffee. She pushed the kitchen door open and was only slightly surprised to see Suzy leaning against the worktop, both hands clasped around a mug.

They looked at each other. Suzy was obviously tired and Maggie felt terrible. She knew her sister would have been awake worrying about her the night before, but she couldn’t have discussed things with her. Not then. She had made enough noise to ensure Suzy knew she was home, but that was the most she could manage. She didn’t want to go into it all now either.

‘Coffee?’ Suzy asked.

‘Please. Suze, I’m sorry I didn’t come and talk to you last night. It’s all so complicated and I don’t know where to begin.’

‘I take it you found him, then?’

Maggie nodded and stood quietly watching her sister make the coffee. ‘Are you going home today?’ she asked, changing the subject for the moment. She didn’t want her sister to leave, but she had a life too.

‘Of course not. I’ve taken a week off work – family crisis being the excuse – and I’ll stay as long as you need me.’

‘What about the kids?’ Maggie asked.

‘While you were out last night I had a word with Ian without screaming at him. He said the kids were winding Ruthie up, so I spoke to them and told them to cut it out.’

Maggie raised her eyebrows. She knew that Suzy took some pleasure from the children moaning about their soon-to-be stepmother.

‘And then I had a word with Ruthie.’

‘You what?’

‘Yesterday when you talked about how it felt to truly love somebody you made me realise something, Mags. It’s not Ruthie’s fault that Ian didn’t love me enough. Maybe I didn’t love him enough. Maybe we just didn’t love each other. Anyway, it’s the children that count. They need to be happy there, and they need to respect their stepmother.’

‘Bloody hell, Suzy!’

‘I still think she’s a poser, but hey – each to their own.’

Maggie walked across the room and gave her sister a hug. She knew that had taken a lot of doing but maybe her sister was finally on the road to a better place.

‘What about you, though?’ Suzy asked. ‘Does it all make sense now?’

Maggie debated how much to tell Suzy and in the end decided it had to be as little as possible. If she and Duncan were to have a future, those closest to them should never be in the same impossible position that she was now.

‘I can’t tell you, Suze. Not yet. It’s honestly better if you don’t know anything. He hasn’t left me for another woman, though. At least that’s one thing less to worry about.’ Although, Maggie thought, that would have been a whole lot easier to deal with than this.

‘Don’t you think it would help you to talk to somebody? If that’s not me, is there somebody at work you could talk to?’

‘I don’t know, but thanks for understanding. It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s just that when this is all over I don’t want anything I tell you to colour your opinion of Duncan. I need to go to work, though. I need to keep this job.’

‘Go and get yourself ready, then. I’ll make you a bacon butty. The perfect start to the day. And then I’ll see to the kids – get them to school and pick them up again. You take it easy.’

Nodding her thanks to her sister and picking up her coffee cup, Maggie made for the stairs. The thought of having to spend her day working on defences for other criminals when she should be thinking of her own husband made her feet drag, and it was only when she was halfway up the stairs that the key word in that thought struck her.

Criminal.
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After less than five hours’ sleep, Tom felt surprisingly alert that morning. Tiny, slender threads were starting to link some of the suspects and victims together. He had the feeling they were getting close, and adrenaline was driving him – Becky too, by the look of her when he found her in the incident room, poring over the wall chart covered with pictures of victims and suspects. A young detective had seen Tom come in and had raced over to the coffee machine to fill cups for both senior officers – aiming to please. Tom was glad of it. Caffeine was going to have to see him through the day.

The previous night he had thought of pretty much nothing other than tracking down Michael Alexander. He had known there was something not right with the lad, even though his alibis proved he couldn’t have killed either of the girls. But now there was a link – a highly tenuous one it had to be said – but it was enough for Tom to get him back in for questioning, even if it was twelve years too late.

‘What do we know about this counsellor, Becky?’ he asked without preamble. ‘We need to talk to him – or her – if possible.’

‘We’re checking it out. The practice has been closed for years. Their patient lists were handed over to a new practice that took over some of their cases. I think at least one of the counsellors has retired. Another doesn’t practise anymore. But we’re doing what we can.’

‘Okay, but it’s even more important that we find out where the hell Michael Alexander is now.’

‘I’ve been back through the relevant files of the original case, and you were right about his alibi, Tom.’ Becky indicated a pile of papers on her desk. ‘I printed this lot off, but there was nothing to implicate any of these three guys twelve years ago. Michael Alexander had a rather pathetic motive for one killing but couldn’t have done it, so I don’t think we can point the finger at anybody for missing this. No apparent motive for either Ben or Adam, and no evidence. It must have been a bastard of a case to work with nothing to go on.’

Tom still didn’t know whether to be glad he had been taken off the investigation, or to wish he’d kept plugging away at the things that had niggled him. Or whether, in fact, the case hadn’t had his full attention.

‘So where’s Michael Alexander now, then.’

Becky looked at him and raised her eyebrows. ‘You’re not going to like this, but he’s disappeared. He’s off the grid.’

‘Bollocks!’ Tom banged his coffee cup down on the nearest desk. ‘Nothing at all?’

Becky shook her head.

Tom knew without a doubt that he should have followed his instincts all those years ago. But he had run out of time.

12 years ago – late June

Exhausted as he was, nothing could wipe the smile off Tom’s face that June morning as he walked into the incident room. He had a daughter, a beautiful little girl. No-one knew of his concerns or doubts, and nobody was going to. Ever.

Lucy – that’s what they had decided to call her. He hadn’t wanted to leave her only hours after she had been born, but both she and Kate were sleeping, and if he was to be any use looking after them over the next few weeks, he was going to have to hand over all his investigations to somebody else.

‘Douglas!’ The shout came from Victor Elliott’s office, and Tom grunted with irritation. He hoped and prayed that he wasn’t going to get bogged down for hours in a useless debate that would delay his escape.

He popped his head round the door. ‘Sir?’

‘Come in, sit down and congratulations. A baby girl, I’m told. They’re the best, you know.’

Tom was more than a little surprised to see a slightly faraway look in Victor’s eyes, and remembered hearing that he had a grown-up daughter but understood she was living in Canada. Victor never spoke about her – or his wife, come to that.

‘Thank you, sir. I’m sorry to be ducking out right at this point. I was hoping we would have had the case sewn up before I had to leave, but Lucy was early, and I need to be at home for a week or so to help Kate.’

‘Yes, yes. We’ll get somebody to cover. Let’s have your final take on the suspects, then.’

‘We don’t actually have any suspects, sir, I’m sorry to say. Anybody with half a motive has been cleared.’

‘Still chasing your tail over Alexander, are you?’

‘No, sir. He’s not going to be able to get thirty people to lie and say he was in Keswick when he wasn’t, and some of his cycle race was filmed by the university. I know he didn’t kill Tamsin Grainger.’

‘I sense a “but” in there, Douglas. What are you thinking?’

Tom nodded. There was a ‘but’ in there, but it didn’t make any sense. ‘He’s a bit smug about his alibi. I don’t like it.’

‘Could he have paid somebody to kill her?’

Tom shook his head. One thing he had discovered about Michael Alexander was that he was permanently skint.

‘And the other suspects?’

Tom gave a rundown of the so-called suspects – none of whom in his mind was at all suspicious – and waited impatiently while Victor did some thinking. He was about to ask if he could get on with clearing his paperwork when his boss spoke.

‘The third girl. She said she would recognise the guy even though he had a stocking mask on. Did we run all these suspects past her?’

Tom sighed. This had been his biggest hope – that she would at least give him somebody to focus on. But it had been a disaster. She had been shown photos of all the suspects along with others from their rogue’s gallery. She hadn’t identified anybody. She had stated categorically that she had never seen any of these people before, so either her powers of observation weren’t as good as she had said, or none of their suspects was involved. Tom was inclined to believe it was the latter. They had no idea who the killer was.

‘Okay. I’ll let you get on then. But one thing, Douglas. If you were running this investigation from here, what would you focus on?’

Tom paused. He knew what he would do, but equally he knew that Victor Elliott wouldn’t agree.

‘I would search the warehouses and old mills – even those with locks on the doors – for evidence. Those girls were killed somewhere and transported, probably by more than one person.’

‘Yes, well you’ve had that particular bee in your bonnet for a couple of weeks now, but it’s a hunch, Douglas, and we checked it out.’ Victor reached for his phone as if to signify the meeting was at an end.

‘Okay, you can go, Douglas. See you when you’re sick of changing nappies.’

Tom didn’t move.

‘What? Was there something else?’

Tom nodded. ‘I wouldn’t stop delving into Michael Alexander. But I think we’re looking in the wrong place. We can’t break his alibi and we’ve looked at all known associates. But we need to go further – delve into every single aspect of his life: where he goes for coffee, who he sits near in lectures, who he went to school with. He knows something.’
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Every muscle in Maggie’s body seemed to be twitching, whether from exhaustion or fear, she didn’t know. She couldn’t focus on work, and she was nowhere near coming up with any suggestions for what they should do next. How were they going to rid themselves of this threat? Duncan was adamant that there was no point going to the police. They would never find Samil. And if Samil realised Duncan had given evidence against him, he would seek his ultimate revenge. Maggie knew exactly what that meant. Her own murder.

Maybe the van registration number would help, but that would only link whoever it belonged to with the current murders, not those twelve years ago. So if Duncan came clean about everything, he would still be the only person they could pin the earlier crimes on.

People kept popping into Maggie’s office to ask if she was all right, and she knew why. Her face was pale, her eyes bloodshot and puffy, and she couldn’t sit still. She needed to think of something else – to give her mind a rest – and it was with a sense of relief that she glanced up from her desk just before twelve to see a friendly face at the door

‘Frank, come in,’ she said. ‘Are you here to see me?’

‘Not specifically. I had a meeting with one of the partners about the rape case he’s working on.’

‘Oh God, yes. It’s a nasty one.’

‘It is, but I’m fairly sure that the client has a non-verbal learning disorder, undiagnosed to date. Anyway, as I was here I thought I would pop in and see how you are. You didn’t seem that chirpy last time I spoke to you. And to be honest, you don’t look that great today. Are you okay?’

Maggie looked at Frank Denman’s concerned face and wondered whether she could trust him with some of her dilemma, even if not all of it. She must have hesitated for a second too long.

‘I guess the answer to that is no, then. Maybe I can help with whatever’s bothering you. I’m a great listener. Have you got time for a sandwich?’

Frank’s encouraging smile transformed his usual slightly lugubrious expression. He looked almost roguish, as if he were suggesting something rather naughty. She realised that she didn’t even know if Frank was married. She imagined him with a motherly wife fussing over him, and probably two or three grown up kids doing something clever.

‘That would be lovely, Frank. Shall we go now, if you’ve finished?’

They didn’t go far – just to the sandwich shop on the corner – but it was good to get out of the office, and Maggie filled her lungs with cold air. They made their choices, and sat down at a plastic topped table.

‘Only tell me as much as you want, Maggie. I’m not going to push you for details, but I know something’s wrong.’

Maggie swallowed. She couldn’t tell him much. It would be wrong to reveal anything that might put Frank in a difficult position with the police, if it ever came to that.

‘If it helps, you can pay me a nominal sum – the cost of my sandwich – and that would make you my client. I wouldn’t be able to divulge anything you tell me then.’

‘No, it’s okay. We don’t have to go that far. I’m a mess because of problems I’m having with Duncan.’ Her eyes filled with tears, but she blinked them away. ‘He’s left home, and at the moment I’m not sure there’s a way back.’

‘Why do you think that? If you love him, surely there’s always a way back?’

Maggie shook her head. ‘I do love him. At least, I love the person I thought he was. I’m not sure what I think now.’

She stirred her cappuccino, watching the chocolate melt into the foam. Frank said nothing, waiting for her to say more.

‘He’s done something stupid, Frank. Got himself into a situation with some seriously evil men.’

‘Are you saying that Duncan’s evil?’

Maggie looked up. ‘Oh no. I don’t think that for a minute. But he’s lied to me. Not just recently – for the whole time we’ve been married.’

Frank took a bite of his sandwich and chewed. He swallowed, took a sip of mineral water and put his sandwich down.

‘People lie for a lot of reasons, you know. Sometimes it’s because they don’t have faith that the truth is acceptable, and they want to create a better image of themselves, present themselves in a beneficial light. The first thing you need to do is understand why he lied. Did he think, perhaps, that you wouldn’t want him if you knew the truth about him? And if that’s the case, you have to ask yourself if he’s right?’

She was puzzled, and Frank read her expression.

‘If his lies were to cover up his own insecurity – you know, the way someone might lie about having been made captain of the football team when in fact they weren’t even picked to play – then it’s not that important. It means he probably thought you wouldn’t think him worthy of you. But if he lied to cover up something that might make you question your love for him, something that tells you about his fundamental moral code, that’s a different matter.’

He understood. She knew he would. She listened as Frank talked to her about truth and lies, and how to deal with her confusion. He didn’t ask for a single detail.

‘In the end,’ he said, ‘you should make your decision about Duncan based not on whether he’s lied to you, but on whether the version of him that you know now is one that you can still live with. Still love.’

After twenty minutes, Maggie’s mind felt much clearer. She had to forget his lying and focus on who Duncan was. ‘Thank you, Frank. I needed that.’

He smiled at her. ‘Will you have him back, do you think?’

‘I don’t know. There’s a lot to sort out. While I understand much more about truth and lies now, thanks to you, there are consequences to his lies that I don’t want to go into, and I haven’t yet formed a picture of the new Duncan – the one with the lies stripped away. It’s too soon to say, but I love that man so much it’s hard to imagine a life without him.’

‘So where’s he living?’

‘For the moment he’s in a hotel.’

‘Is he close enough to visit?’

‘Yeah, he only went as far as Heaton Park. We managed to find a place that was reasonably priced but family run. He was in one of those soulless chain hotels before – okay for a night, but that’s about it. One way or another, though, we need to sort this before much longer.’ She pushed back her chair. ‘I’d better get back. I’ve got a mountain of stuff to do before the end of the day, and the kids need me to be home at a sensible time. Thank God my sister’s come to help out.’

She was sorry to go. Frank had an air of calm about him that soothed her. Nothing ever seemed to faze him, to shatter his composure, and she wished she could somehow acquire the wisdom that made him so phlegmatic.

Frank reached out a hand and clutched Maggie’s wrist gently.

‘If you need somebody to talk to, I’m always happy to listen, you know. But we may have to do it via email for a while. That’s the other thing I wanted to tell you. Now that we’ve sorted Alf Horton’s psych profile, I’m taking myself off to a conference in South Africa. I’m leaving this evening.’

Maggie was disappointed. She had been hoping that whatever happened she would be able to confide in Frank.

‘Well I, for one, will miss you,’ she said as she bent down and impulsively kissed him on the cheek. ‘See you when you’re back.’
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‘You’re looking a bit more relaxed,’ Neil, one of Maggie’s colleagues, said as she passed him in reception. Neil was leaning against the desk talking to one of the receptionists, and Maggie realised she had seen him there rather a lot recently. She smiled for what felt like the first time in days. It was good to see somebody happy.

Neil said something quietly to the receptionist and followed Maggie towards the lifts.

‘Good lunch?’ he asked.

‘It was good to get out,’ Maggie responded.

‘You and Frank seem quite buddy. How long have you known him?’

Maggie frowned. ‘You know how long I’ve been here. I met him a couple of days after I arrived.’

Neil gave her an odd look. The lift doors opened and they stepped inside. Neil pressed the button for the third floor.

‘What?’ she said.

‘It doesn’t matter that you knew him before, you know. We’re all glad to have you on board. It was the right decision.’

‘What the hell are you talking about, Neil. You’ve lost me.’

‘You do know he recommended you to the partners, don’t you?’ Neil must have seen her blank expression. ‘He said you would be an asset, and you were wasted where you were. I – well, to be honest, we all – thought you must have known him. Some thought you’d probably had or were having an affair with him, but it didn’t matter because you’re good at your job.’

Maggie was confused. She had never heard of Frank Denman in her life until she came here.

‘He must have been following your career, Maggie. I’d be flattered, if I were you.’

The lift doors opened and Neil sauntered off towards his office.

Maggie had been surprised when she had been contacted to see if she would be interested in joining the firm. She had assumed the recommendation had come from a circuit judge she had impressed. It seemed she was wrong.

Frank probably had cases all over the country, of course. He could easily have seen her in court and thought her name worth putting forward. She just wished he had mentioned it to her.
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12 years ago – August

Tom pushed open the door to the CID office and made his way to his desk. It felt like only yesterday that he had been here, and he couldn’t believe that a month had passed. He was glad to be back at work – not because he didn’t want to spend time with his family, but because he was beginning to feel a bit redundant. Kate seemed to have everything under control, and he felt more relaxed than he had in a while. Lucy was his baby. He loved her – adored her – and it was his name on her birth certificate. He was never going to question her parentage again and felt at peace with his decision.

He felt considerably less at peace with what he now discovered at work. During his absence the double murder case had been assigned to somebody else, and Tom was shocked to find that they appeared to be no further on. It was out of his hands now as Victor Elliott was adamant that Tom should be given less demanding crimes to solve while he was having disturbed nights with the baby.

‘We need people who are alert and on the ball, Douglas. We’ll put you back on the heavy duty stuff when your eyes have lost that piggy-pink look they’ve got now.’

So Tom had no choice. But he believed the two dead girls had been short-changed, and he wished he could persuade Elliott to put him back on the case – not that he had ever felt it was his own. Tom had barely found the time to follow the lines of enquiry dictated by his boss, let alone go off on some of the tangents that might have had potential.

Philippa Stanley had also been assigned back to his team.

‘Do you want me to speak to the boss and get you back on the murder cases?’ he had asked.

‘Thank you, sir,’ she had responded. ‘But I don’t think progress is being made in the right direction, and he’s never going to listen to me. The DI working the case now is an Elliott clone, so I’d rather work with you, if that’s okay.’

Tom had been flattered but still felt he should have been doing more.

‘There’s one thing I did do after you’d gone, though,’ the young detective said. ‘You asked me to check on Michael Alexander – to try and keep tabs on him.’

‘And?’

‘And he’s gone. He’s left the university.’

‘Where’s he gone, exactly?’ Tom asked.

‘He’s gone home to nurse his mother. Apparently she’s very ill and hasn’t got long to go, and so he’s told his tutor that he needs to be with her.’

Tom looked at Philippa. ‘And I don’t suppose he left an address, did he?’

‘No. And I wasn’t able to give it much time because the DCI thought we were barking up the wrong tree. Why are you looking so intrigued?’

‘Because I don’t believe a word of it. Check his mother out. Let’s see what’s really going on.’

[image: ]

Becky didn’t look up as Tom sat down in the chair facing her desk. She was checking down a list on her screen and didn’t want to lose her place, but she had recognised Tom’s footsteps as he marched across the incident room towards her desk.

‘Give me a second, would you?’ she said. ‘I don’t want to lose my thread. I’m nearly there.’ She returned her attention to the list, not expecting to find much. But then she did. Becky looked hard at the screen, clicked on the link, and knew she was right. She glanced at Tom. She was going to have to tell him, but there was other more urgent stuff too, and none of it was going to cheer him up.

‘I’ve got a bit of news. Since finding the counsellor is a possible link between Adam Mellor, Ben Coleman and Michael Alexander we’ve been combing through their backgrounds. As you pointed out, Michael Alexander was in care for most of his life, so we’ve been in touch with his foster mother, Patricia Rowe. Well, that’s not entirely true. We’ve been in touch with the home she’s in. She has Alzheimer’s, so sadly she’s not going to be able to help us much.

‘The detective constable who went to see her asked at the home about regular visitors. One of them is a Stacey Meagan – another of Mrs Rowe’s ex-foster children – and so the detective decided to pay her a visit. Stacey sang Mrs Rowe’s praises and said she was the best foster mother ever, but when the detective asked about Michael, she said that Pat – as she called her – didn’t seem able to recognise what the rest of them saw. That he was a “bad lot” – in her words. But she had no idea where he was.’

‘So another dead end, then,’ Tom said, his frustration apparent.

‘Not entirely. As the detective was leaving, Meagan said to her, “What’s all the sudden interest in Michael anyway?”’

Becky saw Tom’s eyes glint, and she knew she had him. ‘It turns out that Stacey Meagan had been contacted on Facebook by somebody trying to track Michael down. Somebody called Grace Peters. But before you get excited, we don’t know who she is. There’s nothing on her profile; she never communicates with anybody, and hasn’t got anything in her personal details at all. And we all know how helpful the Facebook guys are going to be. It’s not as if she’s committed a crime.’

‘Bollocks,’ Tom said. ‘We could have done with that. Anything else?’

‘Ben Coleman – the surgical registrar who worked on Hayley’s ward – he never caught his plane to Antigua.’

‘Hah!’ Tom said. ‘Tell me something I didn’t know.’

It was the opening she needed, but Becky wasn’t sure whether to mention what she had discovered or not. She had been trawling the National Crime Agency’s databases and only just found it. She hadn’t had time to review the information so she could easily be wrong. One thing about Tom, though, was that he never blamed anybody for wrong assumptions if they were made for the right reasons.

‘We talked a couple of days ago about checking through the bodies found in the canals to see if anything came up. Do you remember?’ she asked.

‘Yep. What have you found?’

‘I found nothing in Manchester - none of the “pusher” cases matched – so I extended my search to cover the marks on the legs and searched the NCA’s National Injuries Database. On the off chance.’

‘And…?’

Becky pointed to the screen.

Tom leaned over her shoulder. ‘Well, bugger me.’
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Maggie had no idea how she managed to get through the rest of the day. She hadn’t wanted to go into the office, but she knew the future was uncertain and before long her job might be the only thing she had to support her and the children. So she stuck it out to the end of the day. She had spent every moment since lunch on her own, thinking, making deals with herself, evaluating the options. And now it was just after six and she was no nearer to a solution.

Josh had sent her a text from Suzy’s phone asking her to pick him up from his football practice, and for one awful moment she had worried that she was going to be terribly late. There had been an accident on the motorway, and traffic had been backing up on all the main roads. But she was nearly there now, and only about ten minutes late, thank goodness.

She turned onto the side road that led to Josh’s school, surprised not to see a flood of cars coming in the opposite direction full of muddy kids in football kit. Maybe practice had overrun. As she got closer to the school, though, a knot of worry started to build inside her. There were no lights on. The school was in darkness.

She turned into the entrance – but the gates were locked. There was nobody there.

Where the hell was Josh?

Maggie had never picked him up from football before – it had always been Duncan. Where was her boy?

She pulled her phone from her bag and quickly dialled home.

‘Come on, Suzy, pick up the bloody phone,’ she said quietly, desperate for her sister to answer.

‘Hello?’

‘Oh, thank God, Suzy. I’ve come to school to pick Josh up and everywhere’s in darkness. I don’t know where he is – there’s nobody here.’ She couldn’t control the panic in her voice.

‘Shit, I’m sorry, Mags. I should have insisted on going back for him. He said it would be better if you picked him up. Do you want me to try to find a number for somebody from the school – the head teacher, or somebody?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve let him down, Suzy. He didn’t need this.’

‘Is there another entrance to the school playing field?’ Suzy asked.

And then it came to her. The school only had a small field, and football practice was always at a nearby park. But which one? What had Duncan said about football practice? Think, Maggie. Think.

Then it came to her. It was quite a big park – not huge like Heaton Park – but it was open all the time, so at least Josh wouldn’t be locked in. It had to be there – about ten minutes’ drive away.

‘Got it,’ she shouted down the phone and hung up.

Surely his teacher wouldn’t have left him there alone? But that wasn’t the point. With everything that had happened, Josh would think she wasn’t going to come for him.

She slammed the car into reverse to get out of the school’s entrance and set off in the direction of the park as fast as she dared, praying that she had the right place.
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The problem with the park – assuming she had chosen the right one – was that there were several entrances, and Maggie didn’t know which one was closest to the football pitches. It wasn’t helped by the fact that with the overcast skies it was now nearly dark.

‘Oh Joshy, I’m so sorry, sweetheart,’ she said to herself as she drove into the first entrance she came to. Not only was he totally confused about his dad disappearing; now his mum had failed to pick him up. She was fairly sure that the usual time was six and it would be nearly twenty past by the time she got there. He must be worried sick.

Into her head came an image of her telling Josh about his father – who he really was, what he had done. She couldn’t do it. Whatever else happened, her children mustn’t grow up believing their father was a monster. She couldn’t let that happen.

There was a small, but empty, car park ahead, and she raced into it, slamming on the brakes and abandoning the car where it stopped. She couldn’t see any goal posts. There were some rugby posts poking up above some trees over to her right. Maybe the football pitches were near.

‘Josh,’ she shouted at the top of her voice. ‘Joshy, where are you darling?’

There was no answer.

She was suddenly hit by a mad thought. Could Duncan have come to watch today – hidden in the bushes and then taken Josh himself? It was the sort of thing he might do. He would want to let his son know how much he was missing him. She hoped and prayed she was right, because it meant Josh was safe. Equally she hoped she was wrong, because how was she going to explain to Josh that his daddy wasn’t coming home just yet?

She started to run, but her heels sank into the muddy turf. It didn’t seem to have stopped raining or snowing for more than five minutes since they had arrived in Manchester, and the ground was sodden. She stopped for a moment and kicked her shoes off, bending to pick them up. She tried to run and shout at the same time, but she was soon out of breath.

Finally she saw some football goals up ahead, but – as she had expected – the field was deserted.

A sob broke free. Oh God, where was he? She forced herself to calm down.

‘The teachers would never have let Josh stay here on his own,’ she muttered to herself. ’It’s more than their pensions are worth.’

He would be safe. She just had to find him.

Beyond the football pitches she spotted another car park – much closer than the one she had used. There was a lone car parked there, not a car she recognised. She raced towards it. Suddenly the field was flooded with light as the car’s headlights came on, then went off. The driver was flashing her. She sped towards the car as fast as her failing legs would take her.

A man stepped out from the driver’s side and moved to stand in front of the car. He was backlit by the headlights, and all she could see was a stocky build, legs planted apart.

‘Mrs Taylor?’ he asked.

‘I’m Maggie Taylor, yes. How did you know?’

‘Because your son is in my car.’

Maggie stopped dead in her tracks. ‘Is he okay?’ She didn’t like this man’s tone.

‘He’s fine.’

‘So why hasn’t he got out of the car?’

‘Because he’s asleep, thank goodness. He’s been crying for nearly half an hour. He has it in his head that you’ve left him. I don’t know why – I didn’t ask – but maybe I should.’

Maggie was about to scream, ‘And what business is it of yours?’ but she recognised that this man was close to reporting her to social services.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘My husband usually picks Josh up, but he’s away. Josh sent me a text from my sister’s phone, but I thought I had to pick him up from school, so I went there.’

The man looked at her. His mouth was set in a tight line, as if he was disgusted with her as a mother. As well he might be, she thought.

‘Who are you, if you don’t mind me asking?’ Maggie said.

‘I’m Archie’s dad. He and Josh are in the same team.’

‘Where’s Archie then?’ Maggie’s suspicions were not yet fully allayed.

‘In the car. They played a hard match – and won, by the way.’

Maggie could hear the subtext – As you would have known, had you been here – but she had no idea what to say.

At that moment, the passenger door flew open and a little boy came hurtling across the grass. ‘Mum,’ he shouted and flung himself at her.

What were she and Duncan doing to this child that had made him so scared his mummy wouldn’t come and get him?

‘I’m so sorry, Joshy. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.’ She looked up at Archie’s dad. ‘I appreciate you looking after him like this.’

His face said, ‘Well somebody had to,’ but he kept the thought to himself.

‘Josh came over to my car with Archie. The coach isn’t one of their teachers, and I guess he thought Josh was with us, so he left. Anyway, no harm done.’

‘I can’t thank you enough,’ Maggie said, dropping her shoes so that she could reach out and shake his hand without letting go of Josh with the other arm. ‘You could have driven off and left him.’

The man barked out a laugh. ‘I don’t think many parents would do that. Do you?’

She forced a smile as they said their goodbyes. Maggie picked up her shoes, and she and Josh turned to make their way back to her car.

They had just reached the rugby field when she noticed it – or rather Josh did. He was looking towards the car.

‘Mum?’ he said.

Maggie followed his gaze. Her car was still slewed sideways in the car park, but it wasn’t alone any more. Beside it was a van. A white van.

And standing, one on either side, were two tall men. She knew then.

She knew they had come for her.
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Since her interesting discovery that another person was trying to track down Michael Alexander, the search for him had leaped to the top of Becky’s priority list. The fact that he had disappeared without a trace had set off every alarm bell and convinced Tom more than ever that Alexander knew something about the murders twelve years ago. Whether he was involved now or not was a different issue.

Tom had spent hours with Becky looking at the details of the victims. If they accepted the theory that only one of the victims was important to the killers and the others were distractions, they had to try to work out which of them provided the key. Hayley Walker, the girl who Becky had mistaken for Leo – didn’t appear to have any enemies, as far as they knew. Michelle Morgan was a prostitute, but all the reports suggested that her pimp was devastated that she was dead, and the other girls said she never had a bad word for anybody. Or was the focus somebody else – another victim for whom there was a motive – a third victim? Would that third victim be Leo? Had she been abducted and held until they were ready to kill her, and if so, was Leo still alive? Or had her body not been found yet? Or would Maggie Taylor be the third victim, and if so, why?

Adam Mellor had met Leo, and it seemed highly likely that somebody driving his van was following Maggie Taylor. They all looked so much alike, it was as if the same person was being killed again and again.

Becky had started to flag. She had forced a couple of cans of Coke down in an attempt to keep going and now felt as if she was going to explode. She rubbed her stomach as she scanned the forensic report that Jumbo had sent through. It was disappointing. The shopping trolley the second victim had been found propped against had produced a plethora of fingerprints, as one might imagine, but they were mostly smudged. Those they had been able to isolate didn’t reveal much of interest. A couple were linked to people known to the police, but only for petty crimes. They would have to be followed up, of course. The trolley was riddled with DNA too – and germs, no doubt. Since reading an article a couple of years ago about the percentage of trolleys dirtier than public toilets, Becky had made sure she always carried wet wipes in the car to be used immediately after she finished shopping.

There was no useful CCTV footage of anybody stealing a trolley from the appropriate supermarket, and even if they nicked somebody for the crimes and their DNA was on it, a good lawyer would claim that the perp had done his shopping at the supermarket where the trolley had originated. The chances that he had used that very trolley were pretty slim, but the possibility might be enough to influence a jury.

Becky scoffed at the thought. The ways people got off crimes they had obviously committed had ceased to wind her up years ago. She just felt mild disgust that sometimes the bad guys left the dock laughing in the faces of the police.

Her thoughts were interrupted as her desk phone rang. ‘Becky Robinson.’

‘Hi gorgeous. It’s me.’

‘Hello, you,’ she said, a small smile playing around her lips. She had been a bit off with Mark for the last few days, which was completely out of order. All because of one hug from her boss. She felt ridiculous, like a groupie swooning over some pop star. Yes, Tom was sexy, and she couldn’t help noticing it from time to time. But she shouldn’t allow her childish fantasies to get in the way of a good thing, and she was going to make it up to Mark as soon as this case was over.

‘Listen, babe—’ he started.

Becky was quick to interrupt. ‘Mark,’ she said, drawing out the vowel sound in a warning tone.

‘Okay, okay. I know, "Don’t call me babe." I forgot, sorry!’

She smiled again. ‘Go on – what did you want to tell me?’

‘What, apart from the fact that you’re a sexy little thing, and I’ve got great plans for you tonight?’

This time she laughed. ‘Shut up, idiot. But thanks for lightening my day. If I manage to get away at a suitable time I’m looking forward to your plans already.’

Mark’s voice turned serious. ‘Well, if that’s true it might be better if I don’t tell you my thoughts on your case. You might not get home at all.’

‘What is it? What have you found?’

‘Don’t get too excited, Bex. It’s nothing specific, but it’s a line of enquiry I think you’ll want to follow. When I was at school, I did a project on the history of transport. I think that’s when I got interested in trains. Anyway, I remembered one of the names in the project was Tobias Mellor.’

‘With all due respect, Mark, I don’t think a school project thirty years ago is going to help.’

‘Shut up, smart arse, and listen. Knowing that somebody called Mellor is a person of interest to you, I looked old Tobias up again, and apparently he moved his investments from the canal to the railways when it became clear that the canal wasn’t going to be as commercially successful as everybody had hoped. So that might explain why your Mellor – who is the great-, great-, not sure how many greats grandson of Tobias, may have chosen Pomona and Mayfield for his dumping grounds twelve years ago, if indeed he is your perp. I’ve racked my brain to try to come up with other likely transport-related locations where they could keep a person hidden for a long period without discovery, but the obvious ones are no good.’

Tom had asked Becky to have Mayfield station checked as soon as he knew Leo was missing, but it was no longer the place it had been twelve years ago. The roof had been dismantled and planning permission granted to convert it into an entertainment venue, so it was obvious nobody was hiding Leo there. And there was nowhere to hide anybody at Pomona – well, nobody alive anyway.

‘There are a couple of choices I’ve discounted,’ Mark continued. ‘There’s the whole area around Victoria arches, under the train station, and there’s the tunnel created when the Manchester underground was being built – before it was abandoned. I don’t know if anybody would be able to get into either of those, even with Mellor’s skills and knowledge, and getting an unwilling human or a deadweight into the Victoria arches area would be nigh on impossible. Which brings me to the other option. At the time old Toby invested in the railways, he also put a considerable percentage of his fortune into cotton mills.’

Becky wanted to say, ‘Thanks for the history lesson, but cut to the chase,’ but she knew Mark was enjoying this, and she owed him a few minutes of her time at least.

‘Okay, so we all know that the cotton industry declined early in the twentieth century, leaving empty mills all over the place. But the Mellor family weren’t short of cash, so they hung onto them. A lot of them. Almost all of the mills have now been converted into apartments.’

She knew where he was going and wanted more then ever for him to reach the punch line.

‘But not quite all of them. I’m not sure how many are still derelict, but there are a few. You need somebody to do a proper check, of course, but I’ve looked up the name of Tobias Mellor’s company. It’s called Onerarias Holdings.’

‘Nice simple name, then,’ Becky said.

‘It means “freight” in Latin, apparently.’ Mark paused. ‘Does that help at all, sunshine?’

Becky detected a slight note of uncertainty in Mark’s voice for the first time, and she realised that for the last couple of days he must have been wondering if he had done something wrong.

‘It doesn’t help a bit, Mark,’ she said slowly, keeping her voice level. She paused. ‘It’s only bloody brilliant, and you are a superstar.’

‘All part of the job,’ he responded, but she could hear the smile in his voice.

‘No, it’s not. It’s your day off, to start with, and this has nothing to do with the British Transport Police.’

‘I meant it’s all part of the job as your man, babe.’

She knew he had added the word to wind her up, and she grinned as she hung up. But the smile only remained on her face for moments. This sounded like a good lead, and she needed to see Tom as soon as possible. In the meantime she was going to grab one of the team and get them started on searching for these properties.
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Maggie twisted her head from side to side, searching for an escape route.

‘Josh,’ she said quietly and calmly, ‘we’re going to turn to the right now and head towards that hollow. The main road crosses there, so when I say run, we are going to run as fast as we can until we reach the road. Okay?’

She could feel her child’s body start to shake. ‘Okay,’ he whispered.

They veered off to the right, walking calmly. They had, by her reckoning, about four hundred metres on these guys. She didn’t think they would be able to catch them before they reached the main road.

Still walking calmly but quickly, she cast a glance over her shoulder. The men had started to walk towards her. As she looked, the taller of the two broke into a jog.

‘Run, Josh!’

Josh was a fit little boy and he could move, but these guys were tall with long legs. Beyond the rugby field and before the road there was a small wooded area, but the wood wasn’t dense enough to hide them. They were nearly at the road, though, and the men were still some distance behind, but to Maggie’s dismay she realised they were heading downhill, and the road was above them, higher up. They were going to have to scramble up a bank, and she knew she would be useless at that.

They ran on until finally there was nowhere else to go. The bank was a sheer climb with a fence at the bottom. It was a dead end. There were a few bushes, but nothing that would keep them hidden for long.

Josh grabbed her hand. ‘Come on, Mum – this way.’ Up ahead Maggie could see an opening under the road. It was a culvert – a wide circular pipe, some sort of drainage pipe, she presumed.

‘We can crawl through here,’ Josh said.

Maggie looked and knew she couldn’t do it. She might be able to get in, but she would have to go through on her belly. There was no space to turn, and if she got stuck… Just looking at it freaked her out.

‘Josh, you go. I’ll stay here – get rid of them. When you get to the other side, find somebody to help. Ask them to ring Auntie Suzy.’ Then another thought struck her. ‘Ask them to ring a policeman. He’s called Tom Douglas. Tom – like your friend from your old school, and Douglas like the road we used to live on. Go, darling. Go.’

Josh gave her a terrified stare, but he could hear the men crashing through the undergrowth, trying to find them. They wouldn’t be long. He turned and dived into the pipe, his elbows out, pushing him through. The men were close, but Josh was out of sight.

At the last minute Maggie had an idea. She took one of her shoes and threw it into the culvert then retreated behind a thick bush and crouched as low as possible – just in time.

‘Where the fuck have they gone? Search the bushes.’

‘No, look. There’s a culvert.’

Maggie couldn’t see what they were doing without revealing herself, but she imagined them looking into the open end of the pipe.

‘Shit! There’s one of her shoes in there. They must have gone this way. I’m going after them.’

Maggie stifled an audible gasp. Surely if she had had doubts about getting through the pipe, they would have no chance. But what if they did get through? Josh was on his own.

‘Don’t be fucking stupid. You won’t get your arse through there. I’ve got a better idea. Her car’s here, and they would have worked out we would never get through that pipe. They might wait until we’ve gone and come back. So you wait here.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘We can’t afford to screw this up. Michael’s been handed to us on a plate. Invictus won’t be happy if we don’t capitalise on what he’s given us.’

With that the man turned and started to jog back the way he had come, leaving the second man standing only feet away from where Maggie was hiding.

There was that name again: Invictus. He must still be involved. But what did they mean about Michael being handed to them on a plate? Was that when William set up the bogus meeting? Thank God Duncan was safe and she hadn’t persuaded him to come home with her.

For now, though, she had to wait. Maggie couldn’t outrun the man left to guard the culvert. All she could do was pray that Josh had made it safely to the nearest house and that right now somebody was calling the police.
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Josh wanted to cry but knew he mustn’t. What was it Mummy sometimes said? ‘Crying isn’t going to help anybody’? Well in this case she was right. He could sit down and cry, but then there would be nobody to help his mummy.

He was trying to remember what she had said about the man he had to call. His first name was the same as one of his old friends, but he’d had lots of friends. And the name of the road they lived on. That was a bit easier. That was Douglas, but he needed to remember the first name.

When he had pushed his way out of the pipe under the road he had found himself in a field. He saw a few rabbits but nothing else. The road was high above him, so he didn’t think he could get up there, and anyway the cars were going really fast.

At the far end of the field there were some new houses, but there were no lights on even though it was dark. Maybe nobody lived in them. They looked ghostly in what little light there was, their windows black and empty. There were piles of bricks everywhere and some big diggers. Josh didn’t like what he could see, but it seemed the best place to head for. Even if the houses were empty he could follow the road until he found somebody. He wished he had a torch.

He trudged across the field, thinking maybe he should run, but after the football and the running he wasn’t sure he could. Dragging his feet, he finally reached the place where the houses spilled into the field, and he could see what looked like a road. It wasn’t black like most roads; it was just rough bits of stone. The houses didn’t have doors or glass in the windows, and Josh heard himself whimper. It felt as if the houses were suddenly going to spring to life and move towards him, sucking his body into one of the gaping black doorways to eat him whole.

He wanted to run, but it was either back through the field or along this winding road past more empty houses. He had to do what Mummy asked, though. Find a person and tell them to phone Auntie Suzy or the policeman. Josh still couldn’t remember his first name.

He walked past the first house, glancing warily into the empty doorway.

Josh sighed with relief. A man was standing there, tall and straight, hands in his pockets. He was safe from the houses – they wouldn’t get him now. This man would help him, he was sure.

The man walked towards Josh, smiling. When he got close, he reached out an arm and placed it on his shoulder.

‘Hello, Josh. My name’s Sam.’
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Maggie didn’t like to think of the time she had wasted, waiting for the man to decide she and Josh weren’t going to come back through the culvert, but she hadn’t had any choice. Even if she could have found a way to sneak away through the trees she didn’t know if the first man was coming back. She might have bumped right into him.

She hadn’t been able to see her watch in the dark, but she guessed it had taken the man about twenty minutes to give up on them and head back to the car park. She gave him another five minutes to get well clear, but nevertheless she was very cautious on her way back to the car. Thank goodness she had taken her car keys and locked the door.

Josh, darling, be safe. The thought was spinning in her head. Had she done the right thing, letting him go through the pipe?

But he was out of danger – out of the reach of the two men. It was only early evening. Surely some kind person would have found him?

As she approached the car park, she couldn’t see anybody. She pirouetted on her bare toes to have a good look. There was nobody. She ran to the car, not noticing the gravel cutting into the naked skin of her feet.

If only her phone hadn’t been completely dead, she could have called the police – no matter how that impacted on Duncan. There were ways in which she could protect her children from the inevitable consequences, if only she could keep them safe right now.

Trying to stop her hands from shaking, Maggie put the key in the ignition and turned it. She was only ten minutes from home, but first she wanted to drive to where she thought Josh would have ended up. She would go there first, just in case he was still wandering about on his own, frightened. She navigated her way to the other side of the busy main road and found that all that lay beyond was a new housing estate, with only the houses at the very edge occupied. Poor Josh, he would have been terrified.

Maggie sobbed. She shouldn’t have let him go. She drove down the unmade roads slowly, searching for the small figure of her son.

She was so focused on scouring the dark, empty houses on either side, that she didn’t realise what was happening until it was too late. She hadn’t been looking in her rear-view mirror, and the van couldn’t have had any lights on. The first she knew it was there was when she heard the revving of its engine as it raced past her and pulled up, half across the road, blocking her way.

Maggie instinctively thought, Duncan – thank God, and flung the door open. And then the full force of her stupidity struck her. She thrust the car into reverse with the door still open. She had to get away. That was when she heard the shout.

‘Mummy!’

Maggie slammed her foot on the brake. A tall man got out of the van and stood, legs apart, arms hanging loosely by his side. He had Josh. She had heard him, but she couldn’t see him.

She leapt out of the car and ran at the man, not caring what he did to her. She aimed her fingernails at his face and flew at him, her knee raised to groin level. His arms rose swiftly – long arms that kept her at bay. She turned her head to bite his hand, but his other hand reached down and grabbed her hair, pulling her head back.

‘You bastard,’ she spat. ‘Let my son go. He can’t hurt you. Let him go.’

‘Get in the van, Maggie,’ he said, still pulling her hair so that all she could see was the sky above them. ‘Get in the fucking van. There’s nobody here to save you, and if you don’t do as I say I’ll drive off with your son, and you’ll never see him again. Have you got that?’

She couldn’t nod. ‘Okay’ was all she could manage.

He opened a sliding side door and pushed her inside. She fell face down, and he slammed the door shut. A small light was switched on, presumably so he could keep an eye on her.

Maggie rolled over quickly. Where was Josh? She was hoping he was here, with her in the back, so she could cuddle him and reassure him. But he was in the front seat with a grille between them. If he’d been here, she might have tried to escape with him, but that was the point, no doubt. The man knew she wouldn’t try to get away while he had her son.

She crawled to the grille and poked her fingers through trying to touch Josh. ‘It’s okay, baby. I’m here now.’

‘I’m sorry, Mummy,’ he said, his voice sounding small and so, so vulnerable. ‘I tried to get away, but he was waiting for me. There was nobody else to tell. I’m sorry.’

His face was grubby and streaked with tears. This should not be happening to Josh.

‘You’ve got nothing to be sorry for, sweetheart; I’m the one who should be sorry. Listen, don’t worry about it. The police know all about this van. Do you remember? You gave me the number plate, and I told the police. So they’ll be tracking us now on that fancy equipment they have. It reads number plates, and they’ll be watching for this one.’

She knew the man was listening, but she didn’t care. Maybe he would dump the van and they would carry on on foot. That would give her the best chance of escape. But to her horror, he laughed.

‘After my mate’s ridiculous behaviour the other day when he rather showed his hand, do you really think we would have kept the same number plate? We’re not petty criminals, Maggie. We’re skilled at what we do. We’re intelligent, and there’s not a police force in the world that can tie us to any crime.’

‘No, but Michael can, can’t he?’

She saw the man’s jaw muscles tense. ‘And we both know he’s not going to. He’s not going to accept the inevitable prison sentence, is he, because he doesn’t believe any of it is his fault.’

He gave a tight smile, and Maggie winced, knowing that every word was the truth.

‘Don’t hurt my mum, Sam,’ Josh suddenly said. ‘Because if you do, my dad will come for you. He’s strong, and he says we have to stand up to bullies.’

The man put his head back and laughed out loud, as if that was the funniest thing he had ever heard.

So this was Samil. Maggie had finally met the man who called himself the Angel of Death. Suddenly, the name didn’t seem quite so silly after all.
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There was a slightly sharp smell in the back of the van, and the wooden floor was damp as if it had recently been cleaned. An indentation held a small puddle, and Maggie dipped her middle finger in. She felt a mild tingling and the end of her finger started to turn white.

This guy was smart. He knew that ordinary bleach removed bloodstains, but luminol would still reveal them. The only way to remove the haemoglobin was to use oxygen bleach – hydrogen peroxide – so even if the van was found at some point there would be no blood evidence of his previous victims. The bodies had been in here.

Goosebumps broke out over her arms and up her neck. This was no ordinary thug.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘Shut up and stop asking stupid questions.’

Maggie had no intention of shutting up. If there was one thing she had to do, it was persuade this Samil or whatever his real name was that it was dangerous for him to keep Josh. She knew why she had been taken, but if Josh saw his mummy hurt he would be so damaged, and his knowledge would make him a danger to this man. Would Samil kill Josh to protect himself?

Josh had to be her number one priority. She would worry about herself later. She tried to think how to persuade Samil to let her son go. She was running out of time and silently apologised for the terror she was about to subject her small son to. But better frightened than dead.

‘Let Josh go at least. If you have an ounce of decency in you, stop the van and let him out. He’s only a little kid. Don’t let him witness whatever you’re going to do. That would make him a danger to you, and then you’d have no choice but to silence him. I can’t believe that you’d hurt an eight-year-old child. How does that fit in with your plans?

‘I told you to shut the fuck up.’

‘I’m a criminal lawyer, but then you know that, don’t you? So I know how killers work. Not many kill adults and small children, do they? It’s usually one or the other.’

Maggie screwed her eyes up tight for a second and prayed that Josh wouldn’t absorb what she was about to say.

‘I know you like to kill in threes. Are you going to find another two other little boys to make up the number?’

Once again she saw his jaw tighten. ‘I see you’ve been talking to Michael.’

Maggie was relieved that he was referring to her husband as Michael – at least Josh would not realise it was his daddy they were discussing.

‘I know you think Michael let you down all those years ago, but he never believed you were serious.’

‘Is that what he told you?’ She couldn’t see the man’s face, but clearly he wasn’t ready to forgive Duncan.

‘He let you get away with it, though. You should be grateful to him for not going to the police.’

‘You really don’t know him at all, do you.‘ It was a statement, not a question.

Maggie didn’t want to listen to this any more.

‘Never mind Michael. Never mind me. Whatever you’ve done, you think you’re in the clear. You’re clever, so I don’t doubt you could still get away with it. But if you… hurt a child…’ Maggie paused, a sob rising in her throat. She had been unable to say ‘kill’, but Samil knew what she meant. She couldn’t complete the sentence.

‘What? What will you do to me?’ he asked, his anger spiking through. She was getting to him and she wasn’t going to stop. He couldn’t shut her up; there was a grille between them.

‘Oh, I won’t be able to do a thing. I know that. But when you go to prison – because you will go to prison – what do you think will happen to you? They’ll say you’re a nonce. Nobody ever hurts kids for the thrill of the kill, do they? They won’t believe your motive was to keep him quiet. Men who hurt kids always have another agenda – a different kind of thrill in mind. Imagine that. Life in prison and segregated. Alone with your own thoughts. How will you like that?’ She didn’t wait for an answer but ploughed on. ‘What harm can it do letting him go? He doesn’t know your real name; he only knows the van, and you’ve already disguised that. There are thousands of white vans. Look, you’ve just passed one. Let him out, Samil. The police are looking for you because of the girls, but we all know that a child killer rarely gets away with it. They’ll double, treble the number of officers working on the case if you kill him. And they will never give up. We’re miles from home, and Josh knows nothing. But in a minute I will start talking. I will start spilling every tiny bit of information that Michael has given me. And Josh will remember. He’s good like that. And then you’ll have no choice, will you. Do the smart thing, Samil. Let my child out.’

He didn’t respond, and Maggie had run out of words.

Through the grille, she saw Samil glance briefly over his shoulder at her, a hint of a smile on his angular face. ‘Do you know, that’s not such a bad idea, Maggie,’ he said. ‘I’ll dump him here, in the middle of nowhere, shall I? Then some other creep can finish the job for me. Excellent plan.’

The van screeched to a halt beside the road.

‘Josh, get out and face that wall. If you turn round and try to read the number plate of this van, I will come back to get you, and I will hurt you and your mum. Do you understand?’

Maggie recognised the road they were on. It wasn’t the middle of nowhere. It was the main road to the north of Manchester, leading into the city. But the road was lined with businesses – there were no pedestrians or houses in sight.

Suddenly she was terrified. At least while he was in the van, he was with her. If he got out, there was a chance that he would be picked up by somebody as evil as Samil.

Stop it! she told herself. How many bad bastards were there really? Surely there was a much better chance of him being picked up by somebody decent? And what choice was there? If he stayed with her, she was sure he was going to die.

‘I want to stay with you, Mum,’ he said, turning his scared little face towards her.

‘I know you do, sweetheart. But this is for the best. Somebody will find you and take you home. You know what to do. I need you to be brave one more time.’

The tears were running down Josh’s face as he slowly opened the door and lowered himself out of the van onto the pavement. He looked back at Maggie, and she could see confusion and doubt written all over his face. His world had been torn apart over the last week, and he must have felt totally lost.

‘I love you, Joshy – with every inch of my soul.’ He stared at her as if he didn’t believe a word of it.

‘Face the wall, Josh, or I’m coming back for you.’ That he did believe.

It was almost unbearable when Samil leaned across and pulled the door shut. Maggie couldn’t see Josh any more, but as the van pulled away, she looked out of the back window at the tiny figure of her son, still in his muddy football kit, one sock up, one around his ankles, standing facing the side wall of a carpet warehouse, his shoulders slumped, his head hanging.
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Tom and Becky were both resigned to another late night. Tom had spent the afternoon on the telephone and now felt depressed because none of the ideas that were whizzing around inside his head seemed to help in any way in the hunt for Leo.

He glanced out of the window. It was dark now, and wherever Leo was it would probably be cold. He was now as certain as he could be that she had been abducted. Everything pointed to it – the flower delivery but no flowers left in the apartment, the car in the garage, no clothes or jewellery missing, failing to turn up to her niece’s christening. Ellie had asked her to be the baby’s godmother, Tom had discovered, and she would never have missed that. Right now Leo would no doubt be dreading the cold night ahead and he wasn’t able to find her.

He shook his head. That was his job, for God’s sake. He should be able to do this. His frustration wasn’t helping but she was his priority now, not crimes from the past. He had to prevent anything from happening to Leo, if he wasn’t already too late.

He turned his attention to the list of properties still owned by the Mellor family business, including those that had been sold off and were either already converted or due to be.

‘Great work, Becky, and tell Mark thanks.’

Becky nodded without taking her eyes off the list she was holding.

‘If those murders twelve years ago had anything to do with Adam Mellor, there’s a perfect building just here.’ Becky lifted her eyes from the list and pointed to a spot on the map they had pinned up in the incident room. ‘The first girl had her throat slit, right? And she was found on Pomona Island, but she had been killed somewhere else. This building is a short walk, under the arches below the tram line, to where you found her.’

‘But any trace of anything at all will by now have been obliterated. That mill was renovated eight years ago.’

‘I know.’ Tom could see Becky was avoiding his eyes. He had told her how much he had wanted to have the buildings searched. ‘What about the more recent girls?’ she asked.

Tom thought about it. The trouble was, the location of the bodies gave no clue at all. They had been found at different ends of the city. He was working on the assumption that the van had been used to move the bodies, and possibly the shopping trolley to get them to their final locations, but that meant the killing site could be any one of the derelict buildings still owned by the company.

‘Let’s consider access,’ Tom said. He called over his shoulder to one of the team, ‘Can we get Google Maps up on this screen, please?’ He pointed to the whiteboard next to the map they were studying. ‘If we can get street views and have a look around, we might be able to see which of these buildings has the best access. Mills with nowhere to park a van opposite newly renovated places are unlikely – they would have to cart a body across a pavement in full view of the neighbours. Let’s see if we can narrow it down.’

‘Do you want to leave it with me, boss?’ Becky asked. ‘I can give you a shout when we have it down to a couple of hot favourites.’

Tom nodded his thanks and made his way back to his office. He couldn’t get rid of the knot of anxiety in his gut, and everything was telling him that tonight was critical.

Hayley Walker’s mobile records had told them nothing, and Tom was increasingly convinced that Ben Coleman had lured her out of her house and into Adam Mellor’s clutches, but he couldn’t prove it. Maybe Coleman had fixed up a date with her before he had supposedly gone on holiday. Tom had asked for alerts to be put on the credit and debit cards of both Coleman and Mellor, and their phones were being monitored, but nothing had come up.

A couple of the reports Tom had asked for were on his desk. Neither of them filled him with joy, but he picked up the first one and scanned it again. He had just reached an interesting point when his telephone rang.

‘Mr Douglas, we’ve had a call from a member of the public. A gentleman and his wife discovered a little boy standing crying by the side of the road – Bury New Road, heading into town. He says his name is Josh Taylor and a man has taken his mother.’ Tom felt a familiar leap in his chest. This had to be Maggie Taylor’s son. ‘It’s a convoluted story, sir, but it appears when he was trying to escape – he keeps talking about crawling through a pipe – his mum told him to find a policeman and ask for Tom Douglas.’

‘Where is he? Where’s the boy now?’

‘I asked the gentleman and his wife if they would bring him here, sir. They were happy to help and should be here in about ten minutes. Will you be available to talk to them?’

‘I’m on my way down right now. I’ll be waiting for them. Thank you.’ Tom left the office and went via Becky’s desk. ‘I need you with me, but can you get one of your team to find out what Sonia Beecham’s mother was called, please.’

Becky looked slightly startled, but did as he asked and followed him towards the lift.
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Tom bought a couple of soft drinks from the vending machine and asked if somebody would make tea or coffee for the couple who had found Josh and show them into the most comfortable of the interview rooms.

They had made excellent time, and as Tom watched the middle-aged couple enter the reception area he was pleased to see the care with which they were treating the child. An ordinary, homely-looking couple, the woman had her arm around the shoulders of a small boy with a grey, tear-streaked face dressed in muddy football kit; the man was holding his hand.

Tom walked towards them and introduced himself.

‘Thank you so much for picking Josh up and bringing him here. I appreciate it. I need to talk to him as quickly as possible if, as he says, somebody has taken his mother. I hope you understand. My colleague will be along to chat to you in a couple of minutes, and will ask you for details of where you found Josh, anything that he might have said to you, and so on. I hope you don’t mind helping us; it’s quite a serious case.’

‘No, no. Not a problem at all,’ the man said, looking slightly excited by the idea of being involved in a major investigation.

Tom crouched down in front of Josh so his face was level with the boy’s.

‘You’ve been very brave, Josh, and I know you must be frightened, but can you come with me and this lady here – she’s called Becky. We’re going to find your mum, but we need your help. Is that okay?’

Josh looked up at the man who had brought him in, clearly feeling safer with the devil he knew than a completely new face.

The man crouched down too. ‘Go with this policeman, Josh. He’s going to look after you. You take care now. You’re a brave little boy.’

The boy looked bewildered and glanced from one adult to the other.

Josh’s rescuer stood up and smiled at Tom, holding out his hand. ‘He’s a good kid, Chief Inspector.’

Tom nodded and shook the outstretched hand as Becky gently ushered Josh into one of the interview rooms.

After they had offered Josh a drink, Tom nodded to Becky. Josh might find the questioning easier from a woman.

‘We going to call your dad, Josh, to let him know that you’re okay. Is he back home now? Your mum said he’d gone down south for something.’

An expression flitted over Josh’s face that Tom couldn’t read. The kid was wary of saying something out of turn, and it occurred to Tom that maybe his dad had left and Josh didn’t want anybody to know.

‘He’s not back yet. He’s probably mending someone’s boiler or something. That’s his job, you see. My auntie’s at our house, though.’

Tom asked a PC to call the house to let Josh’s aunt know he was safe, and gradually over the course of the next fifteen minutes they learned what had happened from the end of the football match to the minute the van drove off.

‘He made me turn away so I couldn’t read the number plate. He said if I turned round he’d come back for me. So I didn’t. But I still remember it from last time.’

‘That was really useful too. We know who the van belongs to, and now we’re using something called automatic number plate recognition to see if we can spot it on the roads. Then we can work out where your mummy is. Don’t worry – we’ll find the van.’

Josh was shaking his head.

‘What is it, Josh?’ Tom asked.

‘My mum said that to Sam when he pushed her in the back of the van. And he laughed.’

As Tom had thought, they had obviously changed the number plates. Easy enough to do. But it was the name that made him sit up.

‘You called him Sam, Josh. He told you his name, did he?’

‘Yes. When he was waiting for me. He said, “My name’s Sam,” but Mummy called him something else. I think it was Samil.’

‘Well done for remembering, Josh.’

Tom turned to Becky and raised his eyebrows but didn’t comment on the name. ‘Get the CCTV and anything else you can get. Let’s see if we can establish the time Josh was dropped off and see if we can follow the van’s route.’

Becky looked at Tom and said quietly, ‘A white van, Tom, driving into Manchester?’

He knew what she meant. There would be dozens of the damn things.

‘I know. Do your best. In the meantime, let’s keep checking those mill sites to see which is the most likely.’

Tom turned back to Josh. ‘Do you remember what Sam looked like? Anything about him that would help us to recognise him?’

Josh thought about it. ‘He had a thin face, sort of. These bits stuck out a lot.’ Josh pointed to his cheekbones. ‘And he had dark hair and was very tall.’

‘That’s really helpful. I’m going to show you a picture of quite a few people. If you think he’s one of them, can you point to him for me? It doesn’t matter if you don’t recognise anybody.’

Josh nodded, and Tom pulled out the picture that Louisa Knight had given him. ‘Just have a look, Josh.’

Josh scanned the image for no more than a few seconds. His finger shot out and touched the photograph. ‘It’s him.’

Tom nodded. Ben Coleman, in Adam Mellor’s van. So where was Mellor?

‘Thank you – you’ve done very well. We’re going to arrange for somebody to take you home now. Is that okay? Then we’re going to look for your mum.’

‘You will find her, won’t you?’ he asked, the face looking up at Tom’s showing a level of fear and anguish that no child of this age should have to experience.

‘Course we will,’ Tom said.

He hated lying.
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Maggie couldn’t bear to think about Josh and what might be happening to him right at this minute. Had somebody picked him up? Would they be kind to him, or had she lost her son forever? She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She had to persuade Samil to let her out of the van so she could go back and find her little boy. But shouting and screaming were never going to work with a man like this.

‘Don’t you think it’s in your interests to let me go?’ Maggie asked. She tried to keep her voice reasonable, but she could hear how unsteady it was. ‘At the moment you’ve done nothing more than push me into a van. If you let me go now there’s very little the police can get you on. A good lawyer would get you off with probation for this.’

‘Maggie, Maggie,’ he said, sounding like a tired parent with a recalcitrant child. ‘You and I know perfectly well that I’ve done more than that. Of course nobody can prove a thing, and they won’t be able to prove it when I kill you, either. That’s if I kill you, and I’m hoping that’s not going to be necessary.’

‘What do you mean?’

She saw him shake his head and knew he wasn’t going to say any more. Maggie remembered what she had read earlier in the week about psychopaths. He had no sense of guilt or remorse and was supremely confident. He showed no fear either, and she could easily see how people might make the mistake of finding him charming. He had let Josh go, not out of guilt or even fear, but almost definitely because he knew that a manhunt for a child killer would be fierce. He had simply weighed up the odds, and as Josh hadn’t been part of his original plan, letting him go was easy.

Any chance she had left of working on him disappeared as Samil drove down what appeared to be one of the last unrenovated streets of central Manchester. She knew they must be nearing their destination. On one side of the road a building had been demolished, and Samil stopped and threw the van into reverse. He was backing into what looked like the loading bay of an old mill.

He jumped out of the van and came round to the side door, pulled it open and dragged her out, wrapping her long hair around his fist.

‘Don’t try anything,’ he muttered close to her right ear.

Maggie tried to get a sense of everything around her. She needed to work out where she was. She had no idea if it would be useful, but she wasn’t going down without a fight. There was a slightly musty smell, and she wondered if they were close to a canal or perhaps the mustiness was coming from within the building. She had to think and hold her fear at bay.

Samil marched her to an open wooden staircase at the far end of the loading bay. He pulled her head slightly back so she could only look up. She couldn’t see to place her feet, and she couldn’t turn round to kick him.

There were no identifiable sounds. As she tripped and stumbled up the steps she could hear a banging noise, but could only guess it came from an empty, glassless window. It was icy cold, and whatever was causing the musty smell, the damp was penetrating the thin coat covering her tailored work suit and silk shirt.

They reached the first floor of the building, and he slackened his hold slightly so she could lower her head, but she still couldn’t turn round.

The room was poorly lit with only two fluorescent tubes working, one at each end of the vast space. Enough light to see that the space was empty – just a dirty wooden floor with green metal pillars reaching up to the ceiling high above them. There was an unpleasant smell here, far worse than below, and Maggie assumed squatters had lived here in the recent past. About half way across the room there was a table, and up against it what appeared to be a pile of rags.

And then the rags moved.

Maggie yelped. Rats. They must be nesting in the material.

With an extra twist of his wrist, Samil yanked Maggie towards the rags – and the rats. She stood still, refusing to budge. He lifted his leg and kneed her in the backside, forcing her hips forward but holding her head back. She cried out in pain.

‘Well move, then,’ he said.

Maggie approached the pile of rags cautiously. Surely the rats would run if they heard humans. The rags moved again, and this time there was a sound.

Samil gave one of his harsh laughs. ‘Maggie, meet your room mate,’ he said.

Maggie looked down at the pile of rags. From under what it had become apparent was an arm, a filthy face appeared, the skin mottled white and deep pink, the eyes red and weeping.

‘Maggie, this is Leo.’
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Maggie fell to her knees. She could feel the woman’s pain as if it were her own.

‘Oh you poor soul,’ she whispered. She looked up at Samil. ‘How could you do something like this? How could you let her suffer? It’s one thing holding her prisoner, but she’s clearly seriously ill. Do something about it. Don’t let her die this way.’

Samil stood above her looking down, still grasping her hair.

‘That’s not the way she’s going to die, trust me. Anyway, she’s had antibiotics. She’s getting better.’

‘You mean she was worse than this? Jesus.’

She noticed a plastic-wrapped pack of water bottles. At least they hadn’t intentionally dehydrated the woman, but she was too ill to move and could never have torn open the plastic.

‘Let me go,’ Maggie said, lifting her hand to her hair and tugging it away from Samil’s fist. ‘Let me see to her. I won’t try to run.’

To her amazement, he did what she asked.

‘You won’t run. I know that. I’m standing here, not two metres from you. And anyway, somebody’s coming to see you.’

‘Who? What do you mean?’

He said nothing and Maggie couldn’t worry about that. She needed to help this woman. She took off her coat and suit jacket and untucked her silk blouse. Turning away from the man, she removed her blouse and quickly put her outer clothes back on, buttoning her coat tightly.

She wasn’t strong enough to rip the material so she poured some water onto a sleeve and bunched it up, placing it between the woman’s lips. She didn’t think it was wise to pour cold water directly into her mouth, and anyway she was lying on her side. Maggie dampened another part of the blouse and used it to gently wipe the woman’s face, trying to cool her.

She wanted to make her more comfortable, but then saw how her arm was stretched above her head and the sorry state of her wrist. The massive swelling almost hid the sutures, but Maggie could see the other end of a plastic tie attached to a chain round one of the pillars.

She glanced up at Samil. ‘You animal.’ He was unmoved, and she tried not to think what he might have in store for her.

‘Enough,’ he said, his face set into hard lines. Maggie would never forget this man’s face. His name didn’t matter. She was certain she was never getting out of here, but would find him if ever she got the chance.

He pulled Maggie up by her hair again. Extracting another long plastic cable tie from his coat pocket he pushed Maggie hard up against a metal pillar and told her to put her arms behind her. She did nothing. He lifted her off the floor by her hair, thousands of follicles screaming as they bore the weight of her body.

‘Put your fucking arms around the pillar.’

She would have liked to defy him again, but she was certain he wasn’t going to stop hurting her until she did what he said and she didn’t have the strength to resist.

He secured the plastic tie. ‘Now I would gag you, but you could scream forever here and nobody would hear you, so I won’t bother.’ He turned and walked back towards the doorway to the stairs.

Where was he going? Why was he leaving them?

Maggie tried to comfort the woman. ‘It’s okay. We’re going to get out of here. People are looking for you.’

The woman didn’t move. Maggie could see her mottled face and knew she didn’t have long.

‘There’s a policeman. They say he’s really clever. Tom Douglas, he’s called. He’ll find us.’

Maggie was amazed to see the girl’s eyelids flutter open for a second, and she was certain that she saw hope in her eyes. Whether that was true or not, it was better that the girl died with hope in her heart.

Maggie stopped talking. She could hear voices. Samil was coming back, and he had somebody with him, somebody who clearly didn’t want to be there. And it was a voice she recognised.

Samil kicked the door open and pushed a man in front of him into the room, his hands also tied behind his back.

‘Duncan!’ Maggie gasped. How on earth had they found him? She must have been followed the previous night. Surely not? There had been nobody about – the roads were empty – but how else could they have known where he was?

Duncan looked at her, his face showing no surprise that she was there. His features were set into hard lines as if he was sucking in his cheeks. His eyes were dark and unreadable.

Samil pushed him across the room until he was standing a few feet from Maggie.

‘Maggie, meet Michael. He’s a man of many names, aren’t you?’ he said, prodding Duncan hard in the back. ‘I knew him as Senka online. I bet you didn’t know that, did you, Maggie? Senka means “shadow” in some foreign language or other. So to me he was Senka, then I saw him in the newspaper and discovered his name was Michael, and now it’s Duncan. I’m sure he must confuse himself with all these names.’

Duncan continued to say nothing. He didn’t look at Maggie, but stared into an empty space in the room, his eyes blank.

Samil lifted his right leg and put his foot against Duncan’s back. He pushed him towards Maggie and walked across to a bag in the corner. He pulled something out, and Maggie recognised it instantly. A taser. Samil could keep his distance and still control Duncan. Maggie and the girl – Leo, he had said her name was – were restrained by the pillars.

Samil pulled a mobile phone out of his pocket.

‘I gather your husband gave you a flavour of what he set up all those years ago – those assassinations. No doubt he told you how innocent he was. Do you want me to read you some of the messages he wrote on the website, Maggie? Do you want to know what he fantasised about doing to the girl who had betrayed him?’

Duncan turned his head. He said nothing, but the look he gave Samil was full of hatred. Samil ignored him and consulted the screen of his phone.

‘Let me see.’ Samil flicked his finger up the screen a couple of times. ‘Ah, here we are. It appears your husband wanted his ex-girlfriend drowned. That was his method of choice. He wanted her head held under, then pulled out when she was almost unconscious, and then pushed under again. He wanted that repeated until finally her strength ebbed from her body. I didn’t do that. It was too messy and would have taken too long. But that was his fantasy. I would have slit her throat, like the first one, but in the end she was strangled. Bad, but not as bad as what your husband had planned.’

Maggie felt hot tears streaming down her face. This wasn’t Duncan he was talking about; it was somebody else.

‘You see, Maggie –’ Samil’s voice was tight as if he could only just resist the urge to shout and scream, ‘– what that girl did to your husband was nothing. It was a blip in his life. His failure to stick to his side of the bargain, to kill my stepmother before she got her hands on my father’s money, has condemned me to a life of penury. Oh, I have enough to live on, but I should have been so very, very rich. And your husband ruined that for me. That’s why I’ve brought him here. I’m going to condemn him for the rest of his life to something that’s possibly even worse.’

What could he mean? There was no point in asking. Samil seemed to be in a different place. His pupils had dilated and his eyes looked fierce and black, the words spat from his mouth with venom.

‘He has to make a choice. He has to kill – that’s only fair given what I did for him – but I’m going to let him choose. He can kill you, Maggie, or he can kill Leo. That’s an easy choice, really. She’s almost dead anyway. But you see, you’re going to have to watch him do it. You’re going to have to listen to her scream. And then if you stay with him, every day for the rest of your lives you will picture him killing an innocent woman because she had the misfortune to look like you.’

Still Duncan didn’t speak. He kept his hate-filled eyes on Samil, and never looked at Maggie.

‘Don’t do it, Duncan,’ she begged. ‘He can’t make you.’

‘Of course I can make him.’ Samil spat the words out. ‘I’ll start carving chunks out of you until he agrees. It looks like an easy choice, but it’s not. Think about it.’

He said no more. He didn’t need to, but Maggie had heard enough. She remembered one of the articles she had read about psychopaths. Control was everything, so she had to break it – destroy Samil’s confidence. As a psychopath, he was a master manipulator of other people’s feelings, but was unable to experience emotions himself. She knew she wouldn’t be able to make him feel guilty, but she could belittle him. And psychopaths were planners and hated their plans to be upset or derailed. That was what she had to do. Maggie took a deep breath.

‘What sort of a man are you, Samil? Oh, I know. The sort that has to hide behind a pathetic fake name. The Angel of Death?’ She barked out a laugh, and hoped Samil didn’t hear the terror hovering just below the surface. ‘For God’s sake, you sound like a character out of a children’s comic. I’ve no doubt you’re an evil bastard. Let’s face it, you’ve killed enough innocent women. But what do you get off on? That’s what I can’t work out. From what I can gather you’re not getting any sexual gratification out of your kills. Or is that it? Is thinking about the deaths of these women at your hands the only way you can get it up? Or is it the thrill of the kill? Well, I’ve got news for you. Your plans are going to fail. It’s all going to go wrong, Samil, and you will be exposed for the pathetic specimen you are.’

She had to stop before her voice cracked with the strain of trying to sound strong. She swallowed and fought to hold her gaze steady. She had done her best, but her outburst hadn’t produced any signs of the confusion she had tried to create. All she saw was a slight narrowing of Samil’s eyes.

‘Maybe I have a better idea,’ he said. ‘You’re a strong woman, Maggie, so maybe the choice of who dies should be yours. Duncan can kill Leo or kill you, or you can kill Duncan. But let’s make this your choice – let Duncan see what hell he has brought into your life. Remember, Maggie, your husband has fantasised about killing. Maybe he still does – have you thought of that? Maybe if we search the site to find someone who fantasises about drowning people slowly – that fantasist could be Duncan.’

The back of Maggie’s neck tingled with a memory and she turned her head to look at Duncan. He didn’t return her stare, but the fury in his eyes as he looked at Samil was chilling.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he said, spacing out each word. ‘I was never serious. You’re the psychopath, the thrill killer. Not me.’

Samil turned back to his phone. ‘Well, we’ll see, shall we. There are some wild fantasists on this site – and yes, the site’s still going, Maggie. The numbers swell year on year. This one that I’m looking at right now wants to kill all lesbians. A mission killer. They’re so interesting, like Peter Sutcliffe and the prostitutes. Or Carroll Edward Cole – his mission was to kill women who cheated on their partners. I think you would be a mission killer, Michael. But what would you want to rid the world of? Any ideas, wife? We can search the site, and see if we can find any more of your husband’s fantasies. What do you say?’

Maggie was silent. She wasn’t sure her legs would hold her up for much longer. Samil stared at her for a few seconds longer, waiting to see if she responded. She didn’t, and he appeared to become bored with the idea, sticking the phone back in his pocket.

He folded his arms and stared at Maggie, a small smile betraying his pleasure at the torment he was inflicting.

‘Okay, Maggie, who’s going to die here today? You, your husband or that poor scrap of a woman who hasn’t done a thing to hurt anybody?’ He pointed his taser in Leo’s direction. ‘I want an answer. Or I’m going to start hurting people.’

Maggie had no more ideas – no other ways to deflect Samil from his goal. What was she going to say to him? Why hadn’t she absorbed more of those articles on psychopaths? She might have had a clue then.

Duncan moved towards Samil. The taser was immediately pointed and charged. ‘Don’t even think about it.’

‘So give me a knife,’ Duncan said.

Maggie was jolted from her thoughts of how to divert Samil.

‘Duncan,’ Maggie gasped. ‘Don’t.’

‘He won’t be doing anything until you give him the word. I’ve told you, Maggie. The choice has to be yours. You, your husband or her.’

Maggie put her head down.

‘Give me the fucking knife,’ Duncan said, his jaw clenched. ‘Let’s get it done.’

Samil waited a beat.

‘I will free your hands, Duncan. And you can have the knife. But the decision is Maggie’s. If you as much as move before that decision has been made, I will bring you down with this.’ He waved the taser in the air. ‘Turn your back. The taser is right up against your heart, so nothing clever.’

Maggie watched as Samil ran the knife quickly between Duncan’s hands and stepped back. He got well out of Duncan’s reach, dropped the knife on the floor and kicked it over to him, pointing the taser all the time.

Maggie watched her husband pick the knife up. He looked at her, but she couldn’t see any sign of her Duncan. His face was devoid of expression, his jawline rigid.

‘What’s it to be, Maggie?’ Samil asked. ‘If you choose Duncan, I’ll taser him first, and I’ll be only too happy to finish the job for you if you don’t have the stomach for it. That makes the choice easier, doesn’t it?’

Maggie’s head was spinning. This couldn’t be happening. How could she choose between herself, her husband and this poor defenceless woman who – as far as she knew – had nothing whatsoever to do with any of this.

Duncan started to walk across to where Leo lay on the floor.

‘Maggie, it’s an easy choice, surely?’ Duncan said. ‘She isn’t going to survive. Tell me to kill her, and then we’re done. He’s not going to stop until you choose, and what other choice is there?’

Maggie stared at her husband. He didn’t appear to have an ounce of reluctance about killing the girl. It was a solution to a problem for him, not a young woman’s life. What did that make him?

‘Do you think he’s going to let us go after that? After everything we could tell the police about him?’

Duncan closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head slightly. ‘Don’t you get it? If we do this, he will have as much on us as we have on him. Rightly or wrongly, I can’t ever go to the police. You know that. So let him have his revenge, and let’s get out of here. Just don’t watch. Then you won’t ever have to think again about what I’m about to do.’

‘Shut it, Duncan,’ Samil said. ‘Maggie, it’s decision time.’

Maggie knew that if she told Duncan to kill the girl, she would never be able to look at herself in a mirror again. And she would never let Duncan’s blood-covered hands near her. But she couldn’t kill her husband, the father of her children – and he had always seemed such a good father. How would she ever live with herself if she condemned him to death?

She was about to open her mouth and give her answer when she heard a noise. It was the sound of running footsteps on the stairs.
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The door burst open and a man stood in the open doorway. Maggie could see his chest heaving as he tried to regain his breath. His arms were at his side, but held away from his body, his legs taut. She recognised the voice.

‘You fucking shit.’ His voice was low, but there was no doubt about the fury.

It was the second man, the one who had been left to guard the pipe.

‘You left me with no transport, no money – nothing. You treat me like shit, and yet none of this would have been possible without me.’

‘Stop being such a girl,’ Samil said. ‘You enjoyed the ride. You got off on killing people on Daddy’s property, didn’t you? Didn’t have the guts to do it yourself, though. You bottled that, didn’t you?’

The second man advanced into the room, and it was only then that Maggie noticed he was carrying what looked like a short metal pole in the hand that Samil couldn’t see. The two men were both well over six feet tall, Samil having the edge. The newcomer’s perfectly cut blond hair was at odds with his muddy jeans and boots, and the look of fury on his face in stark contrast with the controlled arrogant stare of Samil, whose chiselled features and thick bottom lip appeared to be set in concrete. Only his intense blue eyes showed that he was alive, burning every surface they touched.

‘Invictus was right about you,’ the second man said. ‘You’re the real deal. The dark triad of personality disorders all combined in one person. Psychopath, narcissist, Machiavellian. You’ve got it all. But you’re a user. And I’m sick of being used.’

He continued to advance. It wasn’t until he was about six feet away that Samil seemed to notice the metal bar. He didn’t hesitate. The taser came up, and Maggie saw the laser sight light up the other man’s chest. The two probes came flying out and there was a scream as the man fell to the floor.

Duncan flew across the room, the knife in his hand, running towards Maggie. She drew in a breath and closed her eyes. This was it. But then he was behind her, behind the pillar to which she was attached, and suddenly her hands were free.

‘Go, Maggie. Go now,’ he whispered urgently.

Maggie wanted to ask what he was going to do, but she knew their best chance was for her to escape and raise the alarm. Samil would have to reload the taser, and Duncan might be able to get to him first. If they both made a run for it, he would be after them like a shot.

She couldn’t see Samil and the other man; the wide pillar she had been tied to shielded them from her view. She walked backwards across the vast expanse of open floor as slowly and silently as she could, keeping the pillar between her and the two men.

Duncan had moved to the far side of the room, and she knew he would distract Samil if he needed to. The man on the floor was groaning, which helped cover any sound Maggie made. Samil thought she was safely tied up, and he had enough to contend with, dealing with his partner and Duncan, who still had the knife.

Maggie made it to the far side of the room. Flattening herself against the bare brick walls and keeping to the shadows, she made her way on tiptoe across to the staircase. She wanted to run, but knew she mustn’t. Even if he didn’t hear her, the atmosphere in the room would change somehow and he would know. So she took it slow and steady. If he turned she would run. She was far enough away to make it. Duncan was goading Samil while the taser was useless and he had the knife. What he planned to do with it, Maggie didn’t know. Samil was a good five inches taller than Duncan, and he had the metal bar that the other man had brought with him. Even with the knife, she didn’t think her husband would come off the better of the two.

She reached the top of the stairs and turned to go down backwards. She didn’t want any surprises. This way, she could watch to see if Samil came after her. But there was nothing more than a yell from above. She thought it was Samil’s voice, but she couldn’t be certain.

With a sigh of relief she reached the bottom of the stairs and turned.

Outlined against the backdrop of the open loading bay door stood a man, arms by his side, legs apart, ready to catch her if she ran.
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Every nerve ending on Maggie’s body was prickling with fear. Surely there wasn’t another one? But what about William – the man Duncan had been chatting with all these years on the site, the man who Maggie was sure had led Samil back to Duncan.

The man in the entrance raised his hand, and she realised that he was putting a finger to his lips, as if to say ‘Shh.’

Maggie stood still, not sure what to do. Suddenly and silently the empty loading bay filled with people dressed in black, moving stealthily towards her. All she could see were their dark silhouettes. The one she had seen first crept towards her. She bit back a scream.

‘Maggie,’ he said, his voice so low that she could barely hear it, but not a hissing whisper that would travel further. ‘It’s okay. Police.’

She wanted to run towards him, but he held up his hand, palm out, to stop her. She understood why. The floor was scattered with detritus accumulated over the years. She couldn’t afford to make a noise.

The man made his way silently across the floor, using the faint beam from a shielded torch to show the way without lighting up the room.

‘Josh is safe, Maggie.’ With the first words he spoke to her she knew instantly who this was and how much he understood. She bit back a sob of relief.

‘They’ve got a girl up there,’ she said, her mouth pressed against his ear. He nodded and she realised he already knew. That was why they wanted to be so quiet. If the two men heard them coming, they could use Leo as a bargaining tool to get out of there.

His head came back down to hers. ‘We’re waiting for a backup team. We need the place surrounded and there are too many windows. Five minutes, and they won’t be going anywhere.’

Maggie felt a jolt of shock. Duncan was in there. What was going to happen? If they caught him now, everything was going to have to come out. She felt helpless and no longer knew what outcome she was hoping for.

The man she now recognised as Tom Douglas put his arm gently around her shoulders and led her towards the door. A thought flashed through Maggie’s mind. If only she had told him everything when he had come to see her, perhaps all of this could have been avoided. But it was too late to think like that. Behind her, she heard nothing but sensed the movement of bodies, climbing the stairs silently to the room above.

She signalled to the detective that he needed to bend his ear to her lips. ‘Ambulance,’ she said softly. He looked at her as if to ask where she was hurt. ‘Not me,’ she mouthed. His eyes grew wide and strangely frightened. But she had no time to query that as he handed her over to a uniformed policeman, squeezed her arm and moved silently back into the loading bay, heading for the stairs.
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The young policeman walked Maggie outside towards a police car, speaking quietly into his radio as he moved.

‘Let the family know that we’ve got the mother. Yes, Mrs Taylor’s with me. Let them know she’s safe, will you.’ He disconnected as they reached the car.

‘Tell me about Josh? Do you know where he is?’ she asked, pulling at the policeman’s arm as his attention was diverted by some activity at the end of the street.

‘Sorry, miss,’ he said. ‘I don’t know anything about Josh, but as soon as we’re sorted here I’ll find out for you.’

He glanced back towards the end of the street where a crowd seemed to be gathering, clearly interested in what was happening. Two officers were manning a temporary barrier, but one or two people had broken through, phones at the ready to take photos.

‘Can I put you in the police car?’ the policeman said. ‘I need to see what those idiots are doing at the top of the road. We could do without their interference.’ He opened the car door for her.

‘Thanks, officer,’ Maggie said. ‘I’m going to stand in the fresh air for a moment. It seems a long time since I was able to breathe.’

‘Shit. I’m not supposed to leave you, but I can’t let that lot near the building.’

‘I’m not going anywhere. I’m the victim, the one who escaped, remember.’

‘I know.’ He started to reverse down the street, talking to her and checking over his shoulder. ‘Well, stay there, and if you see anybody, get in the car and lock it. I’ll be right back,’ he said, turning round and jogging down the street.

Maggie leaned against the side of the car, watching the policeman as he ran towards the onlookers, but thinking only of Josh. Tom Douglas had said he was safe, and she had to believe him. Thank God. All she wanted now was to get home to her children and keep them safe.

She thought back to the decision she had been about to make. Kill me she had been going to say. She had known she couldn’t watch Duncan kill somebody else, but equally she wouldn’t have been able to watch Samil kill Duncan. She had been going to take the coward’s way out.

She felt her legs turn to jelly and pulled the car door wide to get in. Before she had the chance to move, a hard body slammed into hers, flattening her against the police car, a hand whipping up to cover her mouth. Maggie felt strong arms dragging her back into the shadows. She couldn’t breathe. The hand clamped over Maggie’s mouth felt rough and hard.

‘Ssshh, Maggie it’s me.’

It was no more than a harsh whisper against her ear, but a voice she recognised. She froze, unable to resist or to move away from his grasp.

‘Quiet. They’ll hear you. I got away down an old fire escape before they surrounded the place. The police don’t need to know I was here. Don’t say anything, Maggie. I love you. Trust me just for a little longer. Please, Maggie. For our children.’

Maggie saw the policeman turn back towards where he had left her. He stopped, stared and then started to jog back.

She felt a small push in the back as Duncan let go of her. Maggie stumbled out of the shadows back towards the waiting police car, then turned briefly to look over her shoulder.

There was nobody there.
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Pleased as he was that Maggie Taylor was safe, Tom was filled with a sense of hopelessness. If an ambulance was needed so urgently, Leo had to be in a bad way. Why hadn’t he done more?

He had quickly pulled a team together as soon as they had realised that of all the places Adam Mellor might have chosen from his family’s portfolio, one stood out as the most obvious of the small number of currently deserted properties. No buildings opposite, right by the canal, and it had what appeared to be a loading bay. They could have searched them all, but Tom had taken a punt by bringing the team here and sending a couple of uniforms to check the other buildings from the outside. He had been right.

Now the team leader was at the top of the stairs, trying to get a visual on the two men. If they were too close to Leo, who knew what they would do. There was shouting coming from the room – it sounded as if they had noticed Maggie Taylor had gone and they were blaming each other.

As Tom reached the top of the stairs he saw that there was a sort of window in the door to the room. It looked like it was made of plastic rather than glass and was scratched and filthy, but it was clear enough for them to be able to judge the moment.

The team leader was holding up a gloved hand, telling them all to wait. Tom couldn’t stand it. He needed to get to Leo, but he knew that at this moment he had to leave this to the specialists.

Suddenly the hand dropped, the door was flung open, and six policemen flew through the doors, shouting at the tops of the voices, ‘Police, police. Stay where you are. Don’t move.’

The team leader had chosen the perfect moment. One man was on the floor, the other kneeling down with his hands around his neck, shaking him. Before they were able to struggle to their feet, the two fastest policemen were on them.

Tom scanned the darkened room, lit only by two dim fluorescent tubes, buzzing and crackling as they flickered. His eyes flashed around, looking for signs of Leo. And then he saw a dark patch half way across the huge pillared space. A black mound among scraps of debris.

‘Dear God,’ he whispered. He ran. He didn’t care about the two scumbags who had done this to Leo. All he cared about was getting to her.

He skidded to a halt, falling to his knees at her side. His voice caught in his throat, but he had to speak to her, to let her know she was safe.

‘Leo? Leo, it’s Tom. You’re safe now, love. We’re going to take care of you.’

He gently eased the damp fabric away from her mouth and wet the cloth again, trying in vain to cool the burning skin. What had they done?

‘I’m just going to check you, to see what we can do to make you more comfortable.’

Tom lifted his head and shouted to nobody in particular, ‘Where’s that fucking ambulance!’ then his attention went back to Leo.

Gently he pulled back the sleeve of the arm that appeared to be attached to one of the pillars. He bit back a gasp of horror. Leo couldn’t know how bad this was.

Her arm was so swollen that the plastic tie securing her wrist was almost completely hidden under the pus-filled, hot flesh that surrounded it. The end of the tie was attached to a chain looped around the pillar, but he couldn’t cut the plastic without cutting Leo.

Tom leapt to his feet and raced across the room.

‘You bastards. You fucking bastards. Where are the keys?’

Tom turned to one of the policeman. ‘Give me your baton.’ The policeman hesitated. ‘That’s an order, Constable.’ Reluctantly the PC handed over his baton.

Tom walked towards Adam Mellor, the weaker-looking of the two. He pushed his face right up to Mellor’s and shouted, ‘Give me the fucking keys, or I’ll break both your legs.’
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From across the room, close to Leo, Becky watched in horror. She stood up and raced towards Tom. The team leader had started to move too, but Tom had halted him with a warning glance.

‘Tom,’ Becky said, her voice strong. ‘Leave it.’

‘Not until this piece of shit tells me what he’s done with the keys. Butt out, Becky. You,’ he said, waving the baton close to Adam’s face. ‘I am looking for an excuse to hit you, and hit you hard. Don’t give me one.’

Becky didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to undermine her boss, but he was in danger of getting himself into serious trouble here.

She heard a groan from behind her and turned. Leo was looking at her. She wanted something, and Becky ran back to her side and fell to her knees.

‘Leo, I’m Becky. I work with Tom. We’re trying to find the keys so we can get you out of here.’

Leo tried to speak. Becky squeezed some water between her sore, swollen lips from a piece of silk lying beside a bottle of water.

Finally Becky made out one word: ‘Keys.’

‘I know. We’re trying to find them.’

Leo made a glugging noise in the back of her throat and Becky gave her some more water. She glanced up at Tom. He was waving the baton at the two men.

‘Desk,’ Leo said. At least, that’s what Becky thought she said.

Becky looked around her. The space was pretty empty, just some odd bits and pieces of broken furniture. But it was a huge space, and there were areas deep in darkness.

Becky pulled a torch out of her pocket and flashed it around. There was an alcove at the far end of the room and Becky ran towards it. In it stood an old metal desk. She frantically pulled at each of the drawers shining the torch inside. In the top left-hand drawer was a small bunch of keys.

‘Tom!’ she yelled as loudly as she could. ‘Leave it! I’ve got the keys.’ She was running as she shouted, and she saw Tom spin round towards her.

He dropped the baton on the floor and ran back towards Leo. Becky threw the keys to him as he crouched down next to his ex-girlfriend.

‘Leo,’ he said, ‘we can’t take the plastic tie off your wrist, love, because we need a surgeon to look at it. But we can detach the chain. Becky, I need you to support her hand, because if it drops and hits the floor, it’s going to hurt like hell.’

Becky watched as Tom undid the chain securing Leo’s leg, and then found the key to detach the other end to the one leading to her arm. ‘You ready?’ he asked.

Becky gently held Leo’s outstretched arm, one hand supporting it just below the elbow, the other under her hand. She could feel the throbbing heat coming through, and it was only then that she saw the sutures, pus oozing freely from around the puncture wounds; only then did she realise what they had done, and why Tom was more furious than she had ever seen him.

As he undid the chain, Leo’s arm fell like a deadweight onto Becky’s hands. Leo gave a small groan, and then Tom was by her side.

‘We’re going to wait here, Leo, until the paramedics arrive and can give your arm some support. Hang on, darling. Hang on.’

Without changing his position by Leo’s side, he swivelled his head.

‘Get those bastards out of my sight.’ Becky saw Tom look at the team leader and mouth the word ‘sorry’.

The policeman shrugged as if to say, About what? and pushed one of the two cuffed men towards the door.

Tom turned back to Leo and she heard him whisper, ‘It’s over now.’

Only it wasn’t.
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The ride in the ambulance had been agonising for Tom. He hadn’t missed the looks exchanged between the two paramedics when they saw the state of Leo, so he told Becky to deal with the two scumbags who had put her in this dreadful state. He wasn’t going to leave Leo’s side until he knew she was going to be okay.

A forensics team had now taken over the mill, searching for evidence of the other killings. Tom wanted these two to be put away for life, but he had the horrible feeling that Leo’s abduction and unlawful imprisonment might be the only crime they wouldn’t get away with. Maggie’s abduction too, but that wouldn’t add much to the tally. He had nothing but his own personal certainty to go on that Adam Mellor and Ben Coleman were the killers.

Leo had been given something for the pain, and she had drifted off into either sleep or unconsciousness, Tom wasn’t sure which.

The ambulance pulled into the accident and emergency bay at Manchester Royal Infirmary, the very hospital where Ben Coleman had operated on people daily, and at that thought Tom vowed to have somebody check out his mortality rate. A man like him might pick and choose who lived and who died.

As the ambulance doors sprang open, Tom moved out of the way so that Leo could be carried into the hospital, and he followed close behind.

A team had clearly been alerted that she was coming in, and a doctor spoke to Tom. ‘Leave her with us for now, Mr Douglas. It would be helpful if you could let the guys at reception have some details. We’ll let you know where we’re at as soon as we can.’

‘Her arm—‘ Tom started rather uselessly.

‘We know about her arm. The paramedics called it through. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get in there.’

With that, he patted Tom on the upper arm and turned towards the doors that Leo had disappeared through. It felt strange to Tom to be offered comfort and support. That was usually his job.

He gave the receptionist Leo’s details and went into the waiting room, unable to sit for more than five minutes at a time. He had called Becky once, and she told him everything was in hand. Mellor and Coleman would be locked up for a long time whether or not the police could get the murders to stick. There was time to find the rest of the evidence they needed.

Becky also confirmed they had taken Maggie Taylor home. She had been in no fit state to give a statement and was so desperate to get back to Josh after all he had been through, they had decided she would be more coherent the next day. They had plenty to hold Ben Coleman and Adam Mellor in custody without relying on Maggie’s statement.

The next forty-five minutes were the longest Tom thought he had ever spent. He had no idea what was happening, but he knew enough not to go bothering people with demands for updates. The A&E department was stretched enough as it was.

The doors behind which Leo had disappeared sprang open and a trolley was pushed through. Tom could see that it was Leo, and the same doctor walked towards him.

‘Mr Douglas, we’re taking Leo up to intensive care. We’ve managed to remove the plastic tie from her wrist, but her arm is, as you saw, acutely inflamed.’

‘Because the bastard sutured her arm to the tie.’ Tom spat the words out in disgust.

‘It was brutal,’ the doctor admitted. ‘She’s very poorly and also severely dehydrated, but we’ve given her a high level of antibiotics and she’s a strong young woman. I’m sure she’ll fight off the infection, but we need to keep an eye on her. Her breathing isn’t good at the moment, and her blood pressure is dangerously low. We need to make sure she doesn’t go into septic shock.’

‘Can I see her?’

‘I can direct you to the ICU. Speak to the team there about a visit. She’ll have her own cubicle, but she’s heavily sedated so don’t expect to get any response from her at the moment.’

Tom held out his hand and the young doctor shook it.

‘It must have been a tough night for you,’ he said to Tom. ‘I don’t often see things as gruesome as that.’

Tom nodded. ‘At least she’s alive, which is more than can be said for some of the other victims of the two shits that did this to her. Take it from me, I’m not going to stop until I’ve caught each and every person who had the slightest thing to do with this.’
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The burly policeman who was tasked with driving Maggie home was in a chatty mood. He was one of those men who was comfortable with life, and when he wasn’t talking he was humming a tune under his breath. How he managed to keep so cheerful in his job, Maggie didn’t know, and more than anything she wanted him to shut up. Every inch of her body ached from the stress of holding herself together, and if the drive had gone on for much longer she thought she might have screamed at him to be quiet.

She was desperate to see Josh and to do whatever she could to repair the inevitable damage that had been inflicted on her child that night. He had heard every word she had said to Samil, and much as she hadn’t wanted that to happen it had seemed a better option than Josh staying with her. Imagine if he had seen what they had done to that poor girl Leo? Or, Maggie couldn’t help thinking, if he had seen how his daddy had seemed quite willing to kill her. She shuddered at the memory.

When the police car pulled up on the drive of Maggie’s home, the policeman insisted on seeing her into the house, to make sure all was well there. As she opened the front door and walked into the hall, Maggie was still trying to convince him that he didn’t need to come in.

The sound of her voice must have penetrated the sitting room, because the door was flung open and she was hit hard in the chest by Josh’s bullet of a head. He was sobbing with relief.

‘It’s okay, Joshy. Everything’s okay now, sweetheart. It’s all over – they caught the bad guys.’

She hugged him tightly and then crouched down so she could look him in the eye. ‘And they caught them because of you, Josh. The police told me you were really, really brave – a bit of a superhero.’

Her sister appeared in the doorway and looked at Maggie, tears running down her cheeks. Maggie wanted to pour out her heart, tell her sister everything. But she couldn’t. That would make her sister into a criminal too, because Maggie knew she was going to have to lie to the police, and that didn’t fill her with any pride or joy.

‘Everything okay here, ma’am?’ the policeman asked Suzy with a smile. ‘Would you like me to check around?’

Maggie declined the offer. Samil and his friend were under lock and key, so they were safe. The policeman was kind, but she just wanted him out of her house so she could focus on her family, and he finally took his leave.

As Maggie closed the front door she turned to her sister. ‘Thanks for being here, Suze,’ she said, which brought fresh tears to her sister’s eyes. ‘Let’s all go in the sitting room and have a chat, shall we?’

Maggie didn’t want to pack Josh off to bed yet. He needed time to settle, and she needed time to be with him, to block out the rest of the night. She wasn’t surprised to walk into the sitting room and see Lily curled up asleep on the sofa. Maggie looked at Suzy.

‘I wanted us all together in one room. I know she should be in bed, but…’

‘It’s fine. I’m glad she’s here.’

‘Shall I make you a cup of tea or something to eat?’ Suzy asked.

‘No, but can you pour me a very large Scotch do you think?’

Suzy laughed, thinking she was joking.

‘Check my coat pocket,’ Maggie said. She’d had to beg the policeman who drove her home to lend her some money and stop at an off-licence so she could buy the whisky. Now she realised she had forgotten to give the money back to him. She felt a stab of guilt and for a second marvelled that she still had any conscience at all given the lies she was going to have to tell.

‘What about you, Josh?’

‘Could I have some juice, please?’

‘Of course you can.’

And then Josh asked the question. The one question she hadn’t yet prepared an answer for.

‘When’s Daddy coming home?’
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It had taken over an hour to reassure Josh that he was safe, and although he was still anxious he was also totally exhausted, so Maggie had tucked both him and Lily into her double bed. She wanted to spend the whole night with them next to her where she could feel their precious bodies warm against hers. She read them a story to settle them and made her way downstairs for a last much-needed drink.

Suzy was still sitting where she had left her, staring into the flames of the decrepit old wood burner that had come with the house. Maggie had loved it on sight, and when filled with flames as now, it was so comforting.

‘How are you feeling,’ her sister asked. ‘I can’t imagine everything you’ve been through tonight. It’s more than anybody should have to face in a lifetime.’

If only she knew, thought Maggie.

‘The whisky’s a good analgesic.’ She tried again to smile, but she was feeling wired with adrenaline and at some point she was going to crash.

‘I thought you answered Josh’s question about Duncan well, but I could tell that you don’t know what to say. Do you want to talk about it?’

‘Duncan’s not coming back. I haven’t worked out how to explain to the kids. I need some time. But he’s not coming back.’

Suzy looked at her, and Maggie could see the understanding in her eyes. She looked away.

They were both silent for a while, and Maggie knew her sister was waiting for her to speak. She felt the words forming, and then they stuck in her throat. She couldn’t tell her. She couldn’t make her a party to all of this horror.
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Monday

‘Is one of you Tom?’ A young nurse stood at the entrance to the waiting area. It was five in the morning. Ellie and Max had arrived a few hours previously, but none of them had been allowed to see Leo.

‘I’m Tom,’ he said, standing up. ‘Is she okay?’

‘She’s a bit groggy, but she’s asking for you.’

Tom had started to cross the room towards her cubicle when the young doctor pushed his way through double pale blue swing doors and strode towards them.

‘Sorry to interrupt, but before you see Leo, I’d like to give you an update. We’re worried about her arm. When she came in we treated her with antibiotics but we were concerned about bacterial infection – necrotising fascilitis. We took a tissue sample, and the tests show that the bacteria is present, so we need to remove some of the tissue in her arm to stop it spreading. We’ll do whatever we can to save her arm.’

Ellie started to cry. As a nurse herself, she knew exactly what this meant, and understood how serious it was.

‘Go, Tom,’ Ellie said through her sobs. ‘Go and see her. I’ll be in in a minute.’

Tom swallowed and tried to fix his face into a neutral expression with a trace of a smile to welcome Leo back to consciousness. The nurse showed him into the cubicle and kept a discreet distance, checking the monitors.

‘Hey,’ he said, sitting down next to the bed, close to her face. ‘Good to have you back with us, Leo.’ He reached out a hand and stroked the hair back from her face.

Leo made a noise deep in her throat.

‘Don’t try to speak, love. It’s okay. You’re safe.’

She made a gurgling noise in her throat. ‘Got them?’ He finally made out what she was trying to say and understood why she had wanted to see him.

‘Yes, don’t worry about a thing. We’ve got them.’

He leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead, and as he sat back down he heard a sound behind him.

‘Tom?’

He turned his head.

‘Louisa,’ he responded, the emphasis on the second syllable as if surprised to see her here.

Louisa stepped fully into the cubicle. Dressed in scrubs, she looked as beautiful as she had when he had last seen her, but her face was neutral – her professional expression, Tom supposed.

‘I’m going to be Leo’s anaesthetist for the operation. Have you any questions you would like to ask me?’

‘None, and it’s not my place anyway. Her sister’s outside, and she may have some.’ He smiled, but before he could say another word, the phone in his pocket vibrated. He pulled it out. It was Becky.

‘Sorry, but I’m going to have to take this.’ He leaned over Leo again and whispered gently, ‘Got to go, Leo, but I’ll be back. I’ll see you later.’ He dropped another kiss on her forehead and turned to Louisa.

‘Take good care of her, won’t you?’

‘Of course. We’ll do our best to get her back to you as soon as possible.’

‘I’ll catch up with you later. Okay?’

For a moment Louisa’s eyes met his as if she wanted to ask him a question, but instead she just nodded.

Tom went out into the corridor and answered his phone. ‘What’s up, Becky? I thought you would have charged them and gone home to bed by now.’

And then she told him about Ben Coleman’s phone and the website they had found open on it.
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This time last week Maggie had believed she had a happy family and a job she loved. In the space of a few days her life had become a nightmare. Now she would have to face questioning from the police. She knew they would want to talk to her about how she and Josh had been captured, and they would expect her to be nervous and edgy. But she felt constantly on the verge of vomiting.

It was going to be all right, though. It had to be all right, for the children.

Since they had got up Suzy had kept Josh and Lily occupied and fed, but to Maggie it felt as if the air in the kitchen was crackling with the tension spilling from her body. Duncan had told her not to mention him when the police came, but she didn’t think she could do that. Surely the other two men would have said something? And what about the girl, Leo?

Maggie hoped and prayed the poor soul would survive, but would she remember there was a third man in the room? Would they think she was hallucinating?

She had spent the night writing lists of pros and cons – what she should tell, and what she shouldn’t. It was impossible. Lying to the police went against the grain in every way possible. But how could she explain Duncan’s involvement without telling them everything? Was she ready to do that?

She felt so emotionally battered and bruised that she didn’t feel capable of logical thought. And what about everything that she had already kept from them? Was she any better than Duncan? If she had told them about the photo on Duncan’s phone, would the second woman have been murdered?

But nobody else was going to die now. The two men were in custody. She didn’t have to decide about Duncan that minute. She needed more time before condemning her husband to a long prison term. Time to think.

Maggie thought the two men were unlikely to mention Duncan. Samil had been adamant that the police wouldn’t be able to pin the two recent murders on them, and they had certainly done a good job of cleaning the van. If they had left no traces, they could only be charged with kidnapping Leo and Maggie. Their treatment of Leo would result in a fairly heavy sentence, but if they were found guilty of the murder of two victims they would get life. The minute they involved Duncan, the question of the murders twelve years ago would come up, and maybe they hadn’t done such a good job of covering their tracks then. So logic suggested that Duncan’s name would be kept out of it altogether.

Her head was so muddled, so confused. It seemed she never had a chance to work out what to do before the next horror struck. She felt as if she was being dragged along on a rip tide and wasn’t actively making any decisions at all. The horror of the one decision she had been about to make struck her. How could she even have considered abandoning her own children? Choosing to be the one to die because it was the easiest option? Josh and Lily needed her. Her body shuddered involuntarily.

Now she was out of time. The doorbell rang. The police were here.

Maggie had to let them in even though she wanted to bury her head in a pillow and sleep until this nightmare was over. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, hoping her tense limbs would relax. It had no effect. She opened the door and in a voice that was barely audible even to herself, invited in the two detectives. She indicated the door to the sitting room and let them lead the way. For a moment she caught hold of the door jamb, certain her legs were going to let her down.

‘Mrs Taylor, I’m so sorry for the terrible events last night. You must be feeling dreadful,’ DI Robinson said.

Maggie glanced at Tom Douglas, and his eyes seemed to pierce the thin shield that she was erecting around her conscience.

‘Please, have a seat,’ Maggie said.

Maggie was about to offer them a drink so she could escape for a few minutes’ respite in the kitchen when her sister popped her head in the door and smiled warmly at the police officers. ‘Sorry to disturb, but would you like a cup of coffee?’

Both detectives looked as exhausted as Maggie felt, and seemed grateful for the offer of coffee.

Maggie lowered herself into a chair, feeling twice her age. Every bone in her body ached and her head felt too heavy for her neck.

‘How’s Josh this morning?’ Tom asked.

‘He’s okay, thanks. He seems to be coping, although who knows how much he’s hiding.’

‘Well, it’s partly thanks to him that we found you last night. We have two men in custody, as I expect you realise. The one who abducted you and Josh is Ben Coleman. He’s a surgeon at Manchester Royal. The second man is Adam Mellor, a corporate lawyer. But they’re not talking. They’re saying nothing at all, in fact.’

Maggie realised that her mouth had dropped open. A doctor? She should have realised when she had seen the sutures holding the plastic tie in place, but that a doctor could have let that poor woman suffer in such a way was beyond belief. They hadn’t mentioned Duncan, though. That made her decision easier – or at least it did for now.

Becky Robinson was speaking, and Maggie forced her concentration back onto the conversation.

‘At the moment all we have on them is yours and Josh’s abduction, and the unlawful holding of Leonora Harris – the woman who I believe you saw there before we arrived.’

‘How is she?’ Maggie asked.

‘She’s not great, but they’re operating on her arm today, and we’ll see where she goes from there.’

Maggie noticed an extra layer of strain around Tom’s eyes as he spoke, and Becky gave him a sympathetic glance. Obviously this Leonora girl meant something to him.

‘So what can I do for you?’

‘We believe these men are guilty of at least two murders as well as the abductions,’ Tom went on. ‘Very possibly they are guilty of other murders, including two here in Manchester twelve years ago. We think they killed the two recent victims in the mill where we found you, and then transported them in the back of Adam Mellor’s van to the sites where their bodies were found. The van’s clean, but we’re searching every inch of the mill.’

Maggie had been in that van, sat where those girls’ bodies had lain. An image flashed into her head of the three of them together. Two dead, one waiting to die. She mentally shook herself as Tom Douglas continued.

‘It’s possible that they’ve been thorough enough to cover their tracks – as thorough as they have been at cleaning the van – so that’s why we have to make sure the abduction case against them is watertight.’

Maggie’s body tensed. These men had to go down for a long time or she would never feel safe again.

Tom continued: ‘We need you to tell us everything that happened from when you arrived at the park to pick up Josh after his football. We know from Josh that’s when it all started.’

And so Maggie filled them in on everything from the moment she first saw the two men waiting for her until the moment she stood by the police car. Or almost everything. Would Leo remember that there was another man in the room? She doubted it. If the men weren’t talking, what risk was she taking?

The questioning went on. Maggie felt removed from it all, as if it were happening to somebody else and she was merely an observer. She gave no thought to her answers and was barely aware that she was talking.

Tom jolted her back to reality. ‘We’re concerned about your ongoing safety, I’m afraid, and we do need you to be extra vigilant.’ He was leaning forward and resting his forearms on his thighs.

‘Why? You’ve caught them, haven’t you?’

‘We have two men in custody, but we have reason to believe there’s a third man.’

She swallowed. How did they know? ‘What makes you think that?’ she asked, her voice, even to her own ears, sounding like stone scratching glass.

Becky took over. ‘We don’t know if he’s involved in the current crimes, but we strongly suspect that a third man – Michael Alexander – was involved in the other unlawful killings we mentioned – the ones that took place twelve years ago.’

Maggie couldn’t speak. She wanted to, but her throat seemed to have seized up.

Becky continued to explain their concerns. ‘Michael Alexander went off the radar about twelve years ago. He told his university tutor that he was going home to nurse his sick mother.’

Maggie felt herself relax a little. They didn’t know where he was.

‘That doesn’t sound like something a murderer would do,’ she said.

‘Well, you never know with psychopaths,’ Tom Douglas added. ‘Sometimes they seem like the most caring people, although it’s all a carefully constructed act. In any case, it wasn’t true. His mother was an alcoholic and died when he was eight. He’d been in care since he was five.’

Maggie felt the room spinning and she gripped onto the arms of the chair.

‘Are you okay?’ Becky asked.

Maggie closed her eyes and tried to get some degree of composure back.

‘Sorry, I’ve not eaten much in the last twenty-four hours, and I’ve drunk too much coffee.’

‘Shall I ask your sister to join us?’ Becky asked. ‘If you need somebody with you, I could look after your kids.’

Maggie quickly shook her head. ‘No, I’m fine.’ She turned to look at Tom. ‘Why do you think he’s still a danger if he’s not done anything in the last twelve years?’

Tom and Becky looked at each other for a moment.

‘We didn’t say that,’ Tom said. ‘You’re probably aware that the police often hold back some information about murders, sometimes so that we can differentiate between copycat murders and repeat offences – serial murders, in other words.’

Maggie felt herself nodding, although she didn’t feel she had any control over her body at all anymore.

‘There are some similarities between the murders here in Manchester and another series of deaths down south. I can’t go into detail, but that coupled with some evidence retrieved from Ben Coleman’s phone is enough to make us strongly suspect that Michael Alexander is involved.’

Tom Douglas continued to talk, but Maggie was far away. She remembered her shock when Samil – Ben Coleman, as she now knew he was – had read out the fantasy death of Tamsin from his phone. Duncan’s fantasy. She had recognised it, but pushed it from her mind.

It was a mode of death that had become infamous in Suffolk over the past few years.

The murders had begun with a neighbour of Maggie and Duncan’s. The wife of the couple concerned had liked a drink, and Maggie had seen the look of disgust on Duncan’s face many times, but the husband seemed relaxed about it. Then there had been an embarrassing occasion at a party when the woman had been so drunk she had fallen over, knocking into a display cupboard holding a number of pieces of antique glass. The doors of the cupboard had shattered and the wife had cut her arm. But worse, most of the valuable glass had been broken too. Her husband had gone white. He had picked his wife up from where she was laughing hysterically on the floor and apologised profusely to the hosts, saying he would recompense them in any way that he could. Two days later, the woman was found floating in the Suffolk Broads. Drowned.

At first people assumed she had been drunk and had fallen in, but the police soon made it clear that it was murder. There were marks on her neck that indicated her head had been held under the water. The nature of the marks, and the fact that there were multiple bruises, suggested that she had been repeatedly held under the water. The husband was the obvious suspect but was cleared almost immediately.

And so began the reign of terror of the Teetotaller, as the killer became known. Four women, including Maggie’s neighbour, had been found floating in the broads. Each of them had had a serious drink problem. Other women in the area had disappeared over the past few years, and at least two of them were suspected to be victims of the Teetotaller.

The detectives’ words washed over Maggie after that, and she wanted to curl up in a ball. The fear and heartbreak of the past few days had been collecting inside her, gathering to form a bomb that was about to explode. And when it did she would have no means of stopping everything from gushing out, every little detail. She didn’t know how long she could hang on. She no longer knew if she wanted to. But she couldn’t tell them now because they would realise how much she had been hiding. She had failed to tell the police what she knew. Exactly as Duncan had all those years ago.

‘We’d like to put a policeman in the house with you for your own safety,’ Becky Robinson said, jolting her out of her reverie.

Maggie felt herself shaking her head. ‘No, really. It’s not necessary. My sister’s husband is coming to stay. He’s arriving any time now. And I want Josh to feel that everything’s getting back to normal. I need him to stop worrying. We’ll be fine.’

She listened to their arguments, but she couldn’t let that happen. She knew what had to be done, and a policeman in the house would ruin everything.

The two detectives stood up. Tom was watching her carefully but she was sure he would put her distress down to a combination of the events of last night and concern about the third man. He gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘We’ll be needing a formal statement from you, but it’s just procedure. The two men were caught with Leo, and they’ve no way of escaping justice for what they did to her.’

As Maggie opened the door to the hall, her sister was coming downstairs. She smiled at the two policemen.

‘Thanks for the coffee, Mrs…?’

‘Peters. Suzy Peters. Miss. And it was my pleasure.’
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‘Tom, I don’t mean to be a total wimp, but I’m going to have to go and have a couple of hours’ kip. I don’t need much, but I do need to revive myself. I can’t think straight.’

Tom was glad Becky wasn’t the one behind the steering wheel; her driving was erratic at the best of times. He looked at her now, and her cheeks were a washed-out grey colour with two pink spots – one on each side. She looked almost feverish.

‘Me too. I need to go back to the hospital and see how Leo’s doing as well, but we can leave the team to carry on hunting down our man.’

Becky turned to look at Tom, her head on one side.

‘I know that look. What’s going on in your head?’ she asked.

‘Maggie Taylor looks like the other three. That makes four potential victims. It’s odd that they hadn’t already killed Leo; their MO seems to have been to kill and get rid within twenty-four hours. Logically, they were planning on sticking to three victims, which means that Leo might have been a reserve. But a reserve for what? Was Maggie the real victim? Was she the one they wanted to kill all along, with the other two killed to confuse us? And if that’s the case, why would anybody want her dead? As a criminal lawyer she’s potentially got more reason to be hated than most, but she’s a defender, so that doesn’t make much sense. That fact is, we don’t know, and with my brain the way it is at the moment, I can’t work it out.’

‘Where’s Maggie’s husband supposed to be? Given what’s happened, I was surprised she said her brother-in-law was coming to stay but no mention of her husband rushing to be by her side. She looked to have been knocked for six by the whole thing.’

‘That’s what I thought too. I’m going to have him checked out. She avoids talking about him, and there are no photos, even though there are plenty of her and the children. He could have left her, of course. Josh was uneasy about mentioning him as well. Anyway, forget about it all for a few hours and have a break. Coleman and Mellor have been processed so you deserve some rest. I’ll be back this evening. What about you?’

‘Oh, I’ll be back. Four o’clock at the latest, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.’ Her voice was drifting off as she spoke.

‘Just before you leave this earth for your world of dreams—’ Tom saw a faint smile on Becky’s lips, ‘—there was something that Maggie’s sister said, something I felt should have meant something. Do you remember?’

Becky gave a small grunt, which could have meant anything. ‘She said she was Miss, and Maggie had referred to her husband, but that’s not particularly odd. People do that sometimes if they’ve been together for a while.’

‘No, it was her name. Why does Suzy Peters mean something?’

But Becky was gone – dead to the world. It would have to wait.
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Suzy took one look at her sister’s face when the policemen left and ordered her to go and lie down. She didn’t ask any questions, and for that Maggie was grateful.

Maggie lay on the bed, a throw over her legs, listening to the chatter of her children drifting up the stairs and managed to shut out all other thoughts for a few moments. Only Josh and Lily mattered. Then reality broke through her feeble defences. What was going to happen now? What did she want to happen?

She should have told the police everything, and then it would all have been over. But as she had listened to everything they said, she had found the idea of the truth impossible to deal with. A memory of last night in the mill struck her and her stomach lurched. She flung herself off the bed and into the en-suite bathroom, just making it in time for the meagre contents of her stomach to come hurtling up and out of her body as she thought of how it might all have ended; how she might have seen her husband advancing towards her with a knife if she had told him – as she’d intended to – that she had to be the one to die. Would he have killed her? She no longer knew the answer.

The spasm lasted no more than seconds but left her weak, her throat burning with acid. From her knees Maggie fell sideways onto her hip and rested her head against the cool wall tiles. Her weakened body was no longer able to hold back the horror that was pressing down on her. She lifted one leg and kicked the bathroom door firmly shut.

How had this happened to her? What had she done wrong?

She could no longer ignore what Tom Douglas had told her and had to face reality. They were looking for Michael Alexander. She knew who he was and had said nothing. She hadn’t known what to say. She had tried more than once to open her mouth, but the words had drained away.

She rested her head on her bent knees and gave in to sobs that made her ribs ache.

Gradually the tears subsided. Maggie felt drained. She tried to push herself up from the floor, but the effort was almost too much. She got first to her knees, and then used the washbasin to pull herself upright. Using one hand against the wall for support, she made her way back into the bedroom and was staggered to find it was dark outside. A cold cup of tea was sitting by the bed.

She climbed onto the bed, crawled under the covers, and finally exhaustion won the battle.
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The house was silent when Maggie woke up. The children must have gone to bed, and there was no light creeping under the door, suggesting Suzy was no longer up either. What time was it? She rolled onto her side and pressed the button on her mobile. It was after midnight. For a moment, the room was lit by the glow from her phone, and Maggie rolled over onto her other side as the light went out.

In that fraction of a second, she had seen something that set every nerve ending on fire. There was a man – there, in her room, sitting in the chair by the window.

The room was black again now and she could see nothing. Maybe she was wrong. It could have been a shadow. But she knew it wasn’t. It was him. For the first time she was scared of her own husband.

Her body was rigid, and of course he knew she was awake – he had seen her check the time. Was he going to speak?

He couldn’t know she had seen him, though. It was a flicker in time. Should she pretend to go back to sleep?

She heard movement – a slight shuffle, but not enough to indicate he was standing up. He was adjusting his position. Then there was a click, and the small reading lamp next to the chair came on. As the lamp rocked slightly, light and dark shapes moved around the room swinging towards her and away again as if trying to capture her. But Maggie’s eyes were glued to his face, one side brightly lit by the yellow glow of the lamp light, the other in deep shadow.

He didn’t speak; Maggie didn’t move.

His voice, when it came, was quiet. ‘Shall I come to bed?’

Maggie’s body jerked in response, and she quickly sat up, pulling her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around them as if to protect herself. She couldn’t answer.

‘The police were here,’ she said.

‘That was inevitable. What did you tell them.’

Maggie looked at her husband and shook her head.

He smiled and leaned forward. ‘I have a plan, Maggie. A plan that will save us all. But I need your help.’

Duncan sounded eager, excited almost. For a moment it felt like old times, with him coming up with a plan for a holiday or a day out. She thought back to the night before and his apparent indifference to killing the wounded girl. She had so many questions for him but somehow there was no point asking them. He would just lie. She knew that now.

He seemed to guess what she was thinking.

‘I had nothing to do with the murder of those two women last week, you know.’ Duncan’s voice had an edge of irritation. ‘Samil wanted revenge. On me. He wanted to punish me for not fulfilling my part of the bargain twelve years ago. I never agreed to kill his stepmother, Maggie. I need you to believe that. It would have been murder in cold blood, and I had nothing against the woman. I didn’t think he meant it. How he knew I was back in Manchester, or about my connection to William, I really don’t know. But I don’t suppose I’ll be able to ask him that now.’

Duncan paused, but Maggie made no response. She wanted him out of her room, out of her house, but she didn’t know what would happen if she tried to insist.

Duncan’s eyes narrowed. ‘They killed the first two to scare me – and you. The third victim was going to be you, if I didn’t do as they asked, which was to kill Leo in front of you. She apparently looked like you. The idea was to make it even more painful for you, although by the time we saw her, she was barely recognisable. They thought that would be the end of my life, because you would never want me near you again. But I didn’t do it, Maggie, so why are you so cold with me?’

Maggie needed some thinking time. She risked a question, not really caring about the answer.

‘So where were you when the woman was killed last Wednesday – the one whose picture was on your phone – because I know you’d finished your job long before you had to pick the children up?’

Duncan walked to the bed and sat down beside her. He reached out to hold her hand, but she jerked away from him.

He sighed. ‘I went to buy you some flowers. I knew there were problems ahead, and I wanted you to know how much I love you.’

She looked at him. There had been no flowers.

‘Stupid fucking woman in front of me in the shop couldn’t make her mind up, so I ran out of time. I didn’t want to be late for the kids.’

Maggie had no words left. Who was this man?

Duncan reached out a hand to stroke her hair, winding it around his fingers. She shivered.

‘Sorry about the flowers,’ he said, pulling her head back to lay bare her throat.

She flinched as she felt his lips touch her flesh.
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Tom felt better that evening after a couple of hours’ sleep, and he and Becky had both returned to the incident room at around the same time. The capture of Adam Mellor and Ben Coleman had given everybody a huge boost twenty-four hours ago, but now the adrenaline rush had gone there was a sense of deflation in the room. The fact that Tom believed there was a third man out there wasn’t for the moment creating the buzz that it should have done.

Tom knew there were enough people in the team sorting through every scrap of evidence to track down Michael Alexander and he wasn’t really adding anything.

‘I’m going back to the hospital,’ he said to Becky. ‘Don’t hang about for too long – it’s probably better to make an early start tomorrow.’

Becky shook her head. ‘No, I’m fine. I got about four hours’ sleep earlier, so I’m okay. You go – see how Leo’s doing.’

Tom nodded his thanks and headed for the door, turning as he went. ‘Call me if there’s anything at all. Seriously, Becky. I want to know straight away.’

He strode out of the building towards his car, head down against a biting wind, and the frustration swept through him again. He knew he was missing something, but it wouldn’t come to him. The streets of Manchester were quiet. Maybe the cold was keeping everybody indoors, or perhaps it was later than he thought. Still, he had been told at the hospital that he could call in any time. Leo’s operation had gone well, but she was still in an ICU cubicle. As long as he didn’t disturb either her or anybody else, he knew they would let him sit with her for a while.

Arriving at the hospital, he walked head down, hands in pockets down the quiet corridors of the sleeping building, passing nurses and other staff going briskly about their business.

‘Tom?’

He lifted his head at a voice he recognised and smiled. ‘Louisa. It’s good to see you,’ he said, meaning every word. She looked exhausted, though, and he realised that her job must be every bit as demanding as his own.

‘I hear the operation on Leo’s arm went well,’ he said.

‘Yes. I think your girlfriend will be out of ICU soon and on the road to recovery. I’m pleased for you both. Sorry, Tom, I need to go. A patient.’ She gave him a tired but gentle smile.

‘I…’ he started, but she didn’t hear him. ‘Bugger,’ he muttered to her retreating back.

Leo was asleep when he got to her cubicle. Her arm was bandaged, but the skin on her face looked a much healthier shade. He decided to stay for a while. It was peaceful, and maybe he could get his thoughts together.

He hadn’t intended to doze off, sitting upright in a not particularly comfortable hospital chair, but that was what happened, and he had no idea how long he slept. When he eventually surfaced, Leo was awake and watching him.

‘Hi, sleepy head,’ she said, her voice still hoarse from the ordeal of the last few days. ‘Thanks for coming to see me.’

‘You couldn’t keep me away,’ he said, reaching over to stroke her good arm.

They talked in little more than whispers about anything and everything. Everything, that is, except the last few days. That would need time, and it would have to be on Leo’s terms. Tom knew how she had been taken and where she had been kept. The police had the perpetrators in the custody suite, charged and ready to appear before the magistrates in the morning. She didn’t need to say another word until she was ready.

‘Tom,’ she whispered, ‘do you think you could do something for me?’

‘Of course. What do you need?’

‘Before all this happened I was seeing somebody.’

‘I know, Julian Richmond. Nice guy.’

Leo looked startled.

Tom laughed. ‘No, Leo, I wasn’t having you watched. When you went missing I spoke to him – that’s all.’

For a moment she looked sad. ‘It really is over for us, isn’t it?’

Tom nodded. ‘You’ll always be special to me, but we can’t go back. We’d probably slip back into how we used to be because that’s what people do.’

‘I know. I fucked it up.’ The regret was clear in Leo’s eyes.

‘We both fucked it up. I expected too much, too soon. But what about Julian?’

‘I like him. Quite a lot, actually. Since you… well, I’ve been scared, but he seems to get that. His ex-wife was a real cow. Much worse than yours.’

Tom smiled. Kate was okay. As long as she had plenty of money and could live the life she wanted, she didn’t make too many waves, and they got on fine.

‘Do you think you could contact Julian for me?’ Leo asked. ‘He may never want to see me again, but I’d like to know.’

‘Of course he’ll want to see you – I’m sure of it – but I’ll call him in the morning. Does he know you’re okay?’

‘I don’t know. I got Ellie to log onto my Facebook account for me, and let the small number of friends I have on there know that I’m safe and well, but he’s not big on Facebook I don’t think.’

Leo carried on chatting, but Tom stopped listening. Facebook. That was it. Bloody Facebook.
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Four cups of black coffee in the space of three hours, and Becky was buzzing. It was one in the morning, and she knew she should go home, but she had a feeling that Michael Alexander – presuming he was still alive – might show his hand.

Every policeman in Manchester was looking for the guy, but the trouble was, nobody knew what he looked like. They didn’t even know if he was here.

Becky’s mobile rang as one of the PCs on the team pushed a note under her nose.

‘Becky Robinson,’ she said, stifling a yawn and trying to read the note at the same time as listening on her phone.

‘Becky, it’s Tom. Where are you?’

‘In the incident room. Why?’ Becky scanned the note, her eyes widening slightly.

‘Tom—’ But he was already talking.

‘What was the name of the woman who was trying to track Michael Alexander through his ex-foster mother?’

‘Just a minute,’ she answered, keen to get this question answered so she could tell him her news. ‘Grace Peters.’

‘Bollocks. How could I forget that?’ he said.

‘Why? Oh, shit. I’ve got it now. Maggie Taylor’s sister! Suzy Peters.’

‘Check out Maggie’s full name. If Grace isn’t her middle name, check out everybody else in the family. I’m coming back to the office.’

‘I think you’ll want to hear this, too. The only records of Duncan Taylor that we can trace start twelve years ago – at the same time as Michael Alexander disappeared. And there’s something else. I’ll give you two guesses where the Taylors used to live.’

Tom didn’t need two guesses. Suffolk. Where according to the National Crime Agency’s database four women had been drowned and a symbol carved into their thighs.

Tom was silent for a moment, and Becky waited. She could almost hear his brain ticking over. ‘I have a feeling Maggie Taylor knows full well who her husband is. I just hope to God she listened to what we told her earlier.’

The phone went dead in Becky’s hand.
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Ten minutes later the door to the incident room burst open, and Tom marched across to Becky.

‘Well?’ he said.

‘Maggie Taylor – Grace Peters. Same person. She doesn’t use Facebook really. Like I said before, it’s an account set up to nosy at other people’s info. She’s liked a few groups, but nothing else. No posts, and she hasn’t got any privacy settings because there’s actually no information about her.’

‘And she was checking on Michael Alexander?’

‘According to Stacey Meagan, yes.’

Tom swivelled a chair and sat down to save Becky from craning to look up at him.

‘If Maggie was trying to find out about him, that suggests she didn’t know any of this either until recently.’

‘After what we said to her this afternoon, she must be absolutely terrified now. Let’s get her on the phone.’

Becky picked up her desk phone and punched in the numbers. The phone at the other end rang six times and then went to answerphone. Becky glanced at Tom.

‘Try it again. If they’re all asleep we might have woken them up.’

Becky dialled again, and this time the phone was answered on the fourth ring.

‘Hello.’ The voice sounded hesitant.

‘Who am I speaking to?’ Becky asked.

‘This is Suzy Peters. Can I help you?’

‘It’s DI Becky Robinson, Miss Peters. Can I speak to your sister, please?’

‘DI Robinson, it’s the middle of the night.’

‘I know. I need to speak to her, Suzy. It’s urgent.’

There was a sigh from the other end of the phone. ‘Give me a moment.’

Becky heard footsteps and then all was silent. She thought she heard a faint call of ‘Maggie’ but she might have been wrong. The footsteps came back, but the phone wasn’t picked up, and she heard them retreat again. She looked at Tom and pulled a face.

There was a clatter as if the phone had been dropped and a muttered curse followed by a rustle.

‘DI Robinson – Maggie’s not here. I’ve searched the house, and her car’s gone. I’ve no idea where she is.’

‘Has your husband arrived yet, Suzy?’ Becky asked, concern for this family giving her voice a clipped tone.

‘My husband? I haven’t got a husband. There’s just me and Maggie’s kids here. Why?’

Becky calmly told Suzy Peters to make sure all the doors were double-locked. They were concerned for Maggie, but they were going to do their best to find her.

She put the phone down and stared at Tom. ‘Where do we look?’

‘Near water, at a guess.’
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The bare branches of black trees bent in the force of the wind. A plastic bag scuttered across the road in front of Maggie’s car; the only sounds were the purr of her engine and the wind whistling through the crack she had left open at the top of her window. She needed fresh, clean air.

Neither of them spoke except when directions were needed. All Duncan had said when they got in the car was ‘Drive towards Manchester.’ She had no idea where they were going. She didn’t want to go anywhere with him, but he hadn’t left her any choice.

Duncan had dragged her off the bed. ‘You’re coming with me. I need your help.’

‘Don’t, Duncan. If ever you loved me, don’t make me do something bad. Whatever you’re planning, please don’t involve me.’

She hadn’t been frightened of him to begin with. This was Duncan - albeit not the same Duncan – and all she had felt at that moment was anger at what he was putting her through.

‘I have to involve you. Otherwise my life is finished.’ His mouth was turned down in an ugly line.

‘Why do we have to go?’

‘I’ll explain on the way. But you either come now, or I take my kids and we disappear forever.’

She knew he would do it. She could feel his desperation. The first thin fingers of fear started to touch her. But how far was he prepared to go? She didn’t know, and she couldn’t risk him trying to take Josh and Lily. She had to go with him whether she liked it or not.

The car had been recovered that morning from where she’d been forced to abandon it the night before, and at least Maggie was driving and had some control. She still hadn’t worked out how Duncan expected this to end, but every version of an ending that she dreamt up seemed worse than the last.

‘Turn right,’ Duncan said. She realised they were skirting Manchester, and not heading into the centre. Where was he taking her? He wouldn’t tell her, even if she asked, so Maggie decided it was better to say nothing. She didn’t want him to hear the uncertainty in her voice.

They drove on for another ten minutes in silence. Maggie knew deep down that it was all going to end, one way or another, that night. And before that happened, there was one truth she needed to know. It seemed the whole of their marriage had been built around it, and however the night ended she had to understand one thing

‘Why didn’t you tell me the truth about your mother, Duncan?’

She kept her eyes on the road. She didn’t want to see the look on his face.

‘What do you mean?’

Maggie didn’t speak. She was waiting for him. Finally he banged the flat of his hand on the dashboard and Maggie jumped.

‘Okay, so I was brought up in care. Are you happy now? Do you think I want people to know that? I’m ashamed of the fact that I didn’t have one decent parent to my name. Can you blame me for making up a story?’

For a minute she felt his pain. But this was the tip of the iceberg, so she steeled herself to him.

‘Yes. I blame you for lying to me. Tell me what happened.’

Duncan turned his head to look out of the side window. His voice was slightly muffled, and Maggie knew he didn’t want her to see his vulnerability.

‘I never knew my father. He was probably a one-night stand – my mother never told me. We lived in Chorley, just north of here. By the time I was five, my mother had given up any idea of being a parent. She preferred to get pissed every night and go out on the pull. Oh, she wasn’t a prostitute. She didn’t even get paid for it. She was a slut and a drunk. I got taken into care. My foster mother applied to adopt me, but I didn’t want that. I hoped right up until I was eighteen that some member of my family would come for me. My mother died when I was eight, having refused to see me since I was five years old. Obviously it was the booze that killed her. So I made it all up. I made up a story that I was happy with.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she whispered, finally understanding his abhorrence of alcohol – and so much more. She felt so sorry for the child that Duncan had been, but had no pity left for the man he had become.

He turned towards her.

‘Because it’s not a nice story,’ he answered. Maggie risked a glance at him, but his face showed nothing. ‘I preferred the version I invented. Don’t ask me anything else. Just drive the car.’

The tone of his voice told her that she was in trouble. The last pretence of Duncan Taylor, family man, had been stripped away.
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The tyres made a drumming sound on the cobbles of the narrow lane as the car passed under the deserted tramline and headed towards what appeared to be a dead end with a metal gate, beyond which was a barren wasteland. There was nobody else around – no apartments overlooking the lane, no nightclubs or late bars. Maggie didn’t like it.

During the drive she had made a decision. Duncan had to believe that she was still in love with him – still trusted him. It was the only chance she had. But now they were here, she wasn’t sure if she could go through with it.

‘Get out,’ Duncan said.

‘Why are we here?’ she asked, her voice trembling on the last word.

‘You’ll see. Get out.’

She hesitated for a few seconds then took a deep breath and got out of the car, staring ahead at the abandoned site. Nothing moved. The only sounds came from behind her, where Manchester still buzzed even in the dead of night. He pushed her through the open pedestrian gate.

They had been walking for about ten minutes through rough undergrowth before Duncan stopped.

‘This is it. This is where the first one was left.’

‘You weren’t even here, Duncan.’

Even in the dark night she saw his eyes narrow and his mouth set in a hard line.

‘I know. But I followed every detail.’

I’m making this worse. I mustn’t challenge him.

Maggie looked around her. The path had crossed a canal, which now curved along behind them. She could smell the musty odour of the mud that lined the banks and see a wider stretch of water ahead, the lights along the far side of the bank reflecting off a surface ruffled by the wind, creating jagged shards of white on the ink-black water.

‘I’m not going to prison, Maggie. I’m not suffering the humiliation, the disgrace - the failure. To have my children think of me as something less than I am. So it ends tonight.’

Maggie’s legs were weak. All the strength seemed to have ebbed from her limbs. What did he mean?

It didn’t matter, though, because he was right. It did have to end tonight. Could she continue with this, or should she just run?

She knew it was over for them, but however she felt now she couldn’t forget how much she had loved this man from the day they had met. The day he had told her how he had nursed his dying mother, and with that lie she had melted into his arms. A wave of shame at her gullibility washed over her.

They walked on, and she could see they were heading towards the wide expanse of water – a river lined with railings. She knew now exactly how this was going to end. She swallowed her rising panic and forced herself to keep calm.

‘We’ve been happy, haven’t we,’ she said, reaching for Duncan’s hand.

‘I always thought so,’ he said.

‘It’s true, Duncan. And we’ve got two wonderful children.’

Duncan squeezed her hand. She led him towards the railings. They were about waist high with a small ledge the other side.

She looked at the water. There was one question she had to ask before it ended. One question that would make all the difference in the world.

‘Why did you fantasise about drowning Tamsin? Why that death?’ She spoke to him gently as if she understood. As if he was still the love of her life.

Duncan lifted one leg and rested it on the bottom bar of the fence.

‘When I was four, my mother took me to the seaside. She sat on the beach and let me go into the sea. But I couldn’t swim. She was drunk and fell asleep. A wave knocked me off my feet and dragged me out to sea. I nearly drowned. A man saved me, but I remember what it felt like. I remember the feeling of hopelessness, and how when I tried to take a breath the water flooded my lungs. The terror, the desperation – they were feelings so acute that they’ve never left me.’

She didn’t need to ask any more. He had told her everything she needed to know.

‘Enough questions. Climb over the fence, Maggie.’

Duncan climbed over and held out his hand to help her. She dropped her bag on the ground and clambered over to join him. They stood together, looking down into the black water.

He turned towards her and put his hands on her shoulders. She looked at her husband: at the face she had loved; the features she knew so well; the man she barely knew at all.

‘I’m sorry, Mags,’ he said. ‘There’s no other way.’
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Tom had been upstairs talking to Philippa Stanley when the call came in. He could hear the wind in the background and the sound of running. A voice, out of breath and terrified, was shouting down the line.

‘Mr Douglas, it’s Maggie Taylor. You’ve got to help me. He’s going to kill me.’ There was a sob. ‘Please, help me. It’s Duncan. He’s gone mad.’

Tom kept his voice level. ‘Where are you, Maggie?’

‘I don’t know,’ she cried. ‘He’s seen me. Oh God, he’s coming for me. He said it’s where the first girl was killed. There’s a river and a canal but nothing else, just wasteland. Please, Mr Douglas.’ There was a scream and the phone went dead.

Tom didn’t say a word to Philippa. He pressed the speed dial button for Becky.

‘Becky, he’s got Maggie. Sounds like they’re at Pomona. Meet me there, but wait until I arrive. Are you listening? Wait for me.’

He disconnected and called over his shoulder to Philippa as he ran from the room, ‘We’re going to need backup! I’m leaving that with you, Philippa.’

He knew she would make things happen – and happen quickly.

Tom raced down the stairs, not waiting for the lift, and ran to the car park. The roads were empty at this time of the night, and he made it to his destination in record time, but clearly not as quickly as Becky. As he pulled his car into the side of the road at the entrance to Pomona Strand, he could see Becky’s car. It was empty.

‘Bloody hell, Becky. What part of “Wait until I arrive” didn’t you understand?’ he mumbled as he locked his car and started to jog along the road. He could see nothing. Ahead of him was darkness, the distant lights of central Manchester failing to illuminate the night skies of the wasteland.

He had heard on his radio that police cars were approaching the island from the other entrances, and hopefully they would all converge on Michael Alexander. Philippa had ordered a chopper too. In this unlit wilderness it was possible that Alexander would find a way past the police on the ground, and there was no way he was escaping this time.

Tom could just make out the dark shape of somebody running towards the river. Becky. It had to be. He looked to see where she was headed and spotted a black figure at the edge of the quay, arms raised, screaming. The figure was bending backwards and forwards, struggling against an assailant that Tom couldn’t make out. There was one last scream, a splash and the quayside was deserted, the only sound that of thrashing arms and legs in the water.
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Maggie kicked out with her legs, splashing furiously. Her head rose out of the water, spitting out musty-tasting liquid as she cleared the surface. Then just as quickly she was back under, arms thrashing from side to side

‘Help!’ she screamed as she broke the surface again. Her sodden clothes added weight and she slipped back under. Rising again, she turned on her back and drove her legs out as hard as she could. One last push, a splash, a final shout for help, and the water became calm.

Turning onto her front, she swam as fast as she could for the bank, raising her head out of the water to cough, heading for the metal ladder she had seen attached to the quayside. She reached the ladder and hung there for a moment, gasping for breath and checking over her shoulder.

Suddenly from above her she heard the clatter of feet running on the damaged tarmac. They came to a sudden halt, and Maggie lifted her head to look into the wide-eyed gaze of Becky Robinson.

‘Are you okay?’ the detective asked.

Maggie nodded, gasping and crying.

‘Where is he? Where’s your husband?’

Maggie waved a hand. ‘Out there somewhere. He can’t swim. He was trying to kill me.’

To her horror, the young detective ripped off her coat, kicked off her shoes and dived into the river.
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Tom couldn’t believe what he was seeing. After the shadowy shapes disappeared from the side of the quay he had heard frantic splashing and realised somebody was in the water, and then Becky appeared to launch herself in to the black, restless river.

What the fuck was she doing?

He didn’t think he could run any faster, and he was still quite a distance away. From behind he heard the controlled breathing of a seasoned runner and before he had the chance to glance over his shoulder a man a few inches taller than him streaked past, yanking off his coat as he ran. The man put one hand on the railing and vaulted over then executed a perfect dive into the water.

Tom arrived seconds later as a sodden Maggie pulled herself over the edge of the quay.

‘Who’s in the water?’ he demanded.

‘Your inspector dived in to save Duncan. He can’t swim,’ Maggie said, breathing heavily between sobs. ‘Somebody else went in just now.’

The distant lights from the far side of the river painted wavering pale grey patterns on the inky surface of the water, and Tom could just make out where the water was disturbed. He heard a cry from Becky, then the water settled. The only noise was the rhythmic splashes of the swimmer, but Tom could see nothing. He pulled off his jacket, preparing to follow them into the water, but he knew it was pointless. He was too far away, and the person in the water seemed a strong swimmer. Then there was silence. The swimmer must have dived.

He heard the sound of more running feet and turned. All he could see was the wavering light of torches heading towards him through the dark.

‘Over here,’ he yelled, waving his arms above his head.

There was another frantic splash and Tom spun back round. A pale face broke the surface. Tom heard an anguished yell from the water: ‘Becky!’ He recognised the voice. It was Mark, Becky’s boyfriend. What the hell was he doing here?

Tom could just see his head above the water, but only his. Mark dived again.

‘Torches!’ Tom yelled, and three uniformed officers shone their torches across the water, searching for the turbulence.

Mark surfaced again, but only for air, and then dived again.

He had seen where Becky had gone down and Tom knew he had to trust him. There was nothing he could do to help. More bodies in the river would confuse things.

Christ, where is she? Tom grabbed a torch out of someone’s hand and looked for bubbles, but the wind was ruffling the surface and they were too far away. She must have been underwater for two minutes now. Then he heard the steady thrumming of the chopper and powerful searchlights suddenly illuminated the river.

Nobody spoke. They wouldn’t have been heard.

The surface of the water broke again, and Mark’s head appeared.

Only Mark’s.
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Maggie sat on the cold, hard ground, wrapped in a jacket that a young PC had given her. Nobody was paying much attention to her. All eyes were searching frantically for Becky Robinson.

What if she died? It would all be Maggie’s fault.

Duncan had been convinced his plan would work. As they had stood on the side of the quay he had told her his idea.

‘Let’s make this real. In a moment you’re going to escape from me. You’re going to run off, calling your policeman as you go. You’ll be out of breath. You need to say I’m going to kill you – I’m going to drown you. You don’t know where you are, but it’s a deserted wilderness just outside Manchester. There’s a wide river. He’ll know where it is. He’ll come, Maggie. He’ll come to rescue you.’

Maggie hadn’t been expecting this, and for a moment she wavered. Duncan saw it in her eyes.

‘Don’t let me down, Maggie. Please.’

She had looked down, unable to meet his eyes.

‘This is where I need you to be very clever. After you’ve made the call, I’m going to leave you. I’m going to get out through a narrow gap that I found yesterday and disappear into the back streets of Manchester. You need to go back to the water’s edge and wait. When you see car headlights, it will be the police. You start to shout, scream, throw your arms around as if you’re fighting somebody. They’ll be too far away to see properly, and there are no lights on this side of the water. They’ll just see a shadow. Then you throw yourself into the river. You can swim, Maggie. But I can’t. By the time they get here, they’ll believe I’m gone. Drowned. You say I was trying to kill you and you dragged me in with you.’

It was a good plan. She had seen how it could work.

But if that pretty young detective with all her life ahead of her drowned tonight, Maggie knew she would have to tell the truth. Becky Robinson couldn’t die for nothing.
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Tom’s eyes were still fixed on the centre of the river. They couldn’t give up now. If Mark was tired, Tom would go in, or one of the others. But then there was a muffled cheer as Mark dragged up a head. A head that wasn’t moving, wasn’t making a sound.

A young policeman dived into the river to help Mark bring Becky to shore as quickly as possible. To one side of him, Tom was conscious that an officer had wrapped Maggie in his coat, but his eyes were glued to Becky’s lifeless face.

He fell to his hands and knees by the edge of the quay and helped pull her out, turning her on her side, placing his fingers in her mouth to drain any water. The helicopter remained overhead, still lighting the scene. There was nowhere safe for it to land. Tom rolled Becky onto her back and felt for the correct position on her chest. He started compressions, but nothing happened. He lifted her chin and gave her two breaths, then started the compressions again.

‘Come on, Becky,’ Tom whispered.

Mark was out of the water and kneeling by her head, stroking her hair. ‘Come on, babe.’

An ambulance was on its way, but Tom didn’t believe it would get to them in time. The paramedics would have to navigate the whole of bloody Pomona Island before they could reach Becky.

Two more breaths, and Tom checked her pulse. Nothing. He was sure she had gone. Mark clearly thought the same, his chest rising and falling in juddering sobs.

But Tom wasn’t giving up. Two more breaths.

From inside Becky’s body came a rumble, and she started to vomit. There was a sigh of relief all round, and Tom turned her on her side until the fluid drained away.

‘It’s not over yet,’ he said, before giving her more mouth-to-mouth to get oxygen into her body. She vomited again.

‘Shh,’ Tom said sharply, his ear close to her nose. He grabbed her wrist. ‘She’s breathing,’ he said. ‘She’s got a pulse.’ Tom felt his eyes sting and he bit his top lip between his teeth. He took a deep breath, reached out and touched Mark on the shoulder. ‘Thank God you were here.’

‘She phoned to tell me where she was going. I told her to wait for you, but I knew she wouldn’t.’

‘Well, maybe next time she’ll listen.’ Tom said, feeling the ball of tension in his chest begin to unravel.

Mark lifted his eyes to Tom’s and they both knew that was unlikely.
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It wasn’t until mid-morning that Tom was able to get away from headquarters and make his way to the hospital. He now had two people to visit in ICU, but thankfully both were doing well and were due to be moved onto a ward that afternoon.

He walked past Leo’s cubicle, and saw she had a visitor. It was Julian Richmond and Tom smiled. He hoped it worked out for her.

Tom carried on along the corridor in search of Becky. She was alone, and a nurse told him that Mark had finally gone home to get changed. He had been dripping river water everywhere but had refused to leave Becky’s side until he knew she was all right, so they had lent him some scrubs until they could persuade him that she was out of danger.

Becky’s prognosis had not been good when she was brought in. She had stopped breathing for a long time, so they had hitched her up to a machine to monitor her vital signs.

Tom looked at her now as she lay propped against the bright white pillowcases. She looked terrible and extremely young. Her eyes had purple smudges around them, and her skin was chalk-white with a blue bruise on one temple, but she turned her head slightly and smiled when she realised somebody was there.

‘You’re a bloody idiot, Becky Robinson,’ he said softly, knowing that his gruff voice wouldn’t hide the emotion he was feeling. ‘I thought we’d lost you. Christ, what were you doing?’ He walked into the cubicle and sat on the only chair.

‘I’m a good swimmer, but my leg got tangled in something. I don’t know if it was Duncan Taylor grabbing me, but it felt like rope,’ she said, her voice husky. ‘What about Maggie Taylor?’ Becky asked. ‘She knew her husband couldn’t swim when she dragged him into the water with her.’

‘If he was trying to kill her, who can blame her.’

‘What’s she saying?’

‘Not a lot. She looks stunned.’

‘Why the hell didn’t she tell us what was going on? Surely some of this could have been prevented?’

‘We don’t know how much she knew. Not much, at a guess. And if you’ve known somebody – loved them even – for years, it takes more than five minutes for you to accept that they’re not what you believed them to be.’

‘Well, she’s going to have to be brave now. It’s not going to be easy, dealing with the aftermath of all of this.’

Tom decided it was time to change the subject. ‘Your Mark’s a bit of a hero, isn’t he. Are you going to marry him?’

‘You can’t ask me questions like that,’ Becky said with mock indignation.

‘Why not?’ asked Tom, pinching a segment of chocolate orange off Becky’s cabinet.

‘So how’s Leo?’ Becky asked with a faint trace of her usual cheeky grin.

‘I think she’s doing okay. The nurse told me she’s being moved onto a ward later. I was going to call in to see her, but Julian’s with her so I’ll come back another time.’

‘No chance you two will get back together again, then?’

‘Don’t be nosey, Becky.’

‘I can be anything I want today. I’m the heroine, and anyway you asked me about my love life, so why can’t I ask you?’

‘Because I’m the boss,’ Tom said, nonchalantly biting into the chocolate.

‘Not in here you’re not. Come on. Are you going to have another go?’

Tom feigned shock. ‘That’s not very delicately put, if you don’t mind me saying so.’

Becky tutted. ‘You’re obviously not going to tell me. I’ll remember this, though.’

Tom owed her after the events of the past week, so for a moment he was serious. ‘We won’t be getting back together. We’re friends, but it wouldn’t work now, and anyway she seems keen on Julian.’

‘Good,’ said Becky.

Tom raised his eyebrows.

‘Oh, Leo’s okay, I’m sure. But you have other fish to fry. The lovely Louisa called in to see me earlier.’

Tom shook his head. ‘I don’t think she wants to know. I thought she might, but I’ve seen her a couple of times in here and she’s not been the same. She’s been friendly, but her eyes are telling a different story.’

‘Dear Lord, why are men so stupid?’ Becky asked, holding her hands out to her side and looking to heaven. She brought her gaze down to glare at Tom. ‘She thought you were with Leo!’

Tom stared at Becky and realised that she was right. He remembered that she had intimated that but he’d been so tired he’d completely forgotten.

It was time to put an end to this conversation. He had revealed far too much of himself to Becky for one day.

He was saved from more questions by the ringing of his phone, and he was surprised to see it was his daughter, Lucy.

‘Hi Lucy – This is a nice surprise.’

‘Daddy, I was so worried about you. Mum said I was being stupid, but I had to call you.’

It was rare these days that Lucy called him Daddy – and he still loved it.

‘What’s up, sweetheart?’

‘It said on the news that a police officer had nearly drowned, and I was scared it might be you.’

He could hear that she was close to tears.

‘Lucy, love, there are thousands of police officers in Manchester. Why did you think it might be me?’

‘Because you’re daft enough to jump into a freezing river to save one of the bad guys, that’s why.’

‘No, I’m not. You’d have to be very stupid to jump into a river to do that.’ Tom looked at Becky. ‘I promise it wasn’t me. It was Becky.’

There was a squeal down the phone and Becky held out her hand for Tom’s mobile. She had often looked after Lucy when Tom had been suddenly called in to work during one of his weekends with his daughter. Tom listened to them chatting away and smiled, realising what a hole Becky would have left in their lives if tonight had turned out differently.

When the call was over, he stood up and reached out to squeeze Becky’s hand. ‘I’m glad you’re okay, Becky, but next time, do as you’re bloody well told. And if you don’t want to listen to me, listen to Mark. Okay?’

She smiled back at him, clearly understanding without being told how much she had frightened him.

‘Oh, one thing, Tom. Just before the chaos of last night you asked me to find out Sonia Beecham’s mother’s name, and it kind of got lost in everything else. It’s Rose. Why did you want to know?’

Tom stopped. ‘Rose Beecham. Of course. Sonia went to see a counsellor, but her mother made the arrangements and went with her the first few times. Rose Beecham’s name was on the counsellor’s appointment record – the same counsellor as the boys.’

‘Well, I don’t know if it’s relevant, but do you remember I told you that Maggie Taylor was working with a psychologist on the Alf Horton case?’

‘Vaguely, yes.’

‘His name’s Frank Denman. I got confirmation just before the call from Maggie. Denman was the counsellor the three boys saw. But they were all patients or clients or whatever in different years. There was no cross over at all.’

‘So he knows Maggie Taylor.’

Tom stared at Becky, his mind elsewhere. This was the connection they had been searching for. It had to be. But he still couldn’t see how it hung together. He lifted his hand in a distracted wave as, still deep in thought, Tom walked out of the cubicle, all idea of leaving a message for Dr Louisa Knight driven from his head.
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4 days later

Maggie had just said goodbye to Suzy when they came. Her sister had been a rock, understanding that there was so much she didn’t know but accepting it. Maggie had kept the children home from school and hadn’t told them anything yet. How could she? She wanted to be close to them, and couldn’t stop hugging them, much to Josh’s feigned disdain. He needed it as much as anybody, though.

As Suzy left, she promised to come back in a couple of days, but she had been missing her own children. Her ex, Ian, had been surprisingly supportive and had agreed to have the children for another few days so Suzy could come back and help Maggie sort out the rest of her life.

When the car drew up in front of the house, Maggie wanted to hide. She didn’t want to talk to Tom Douglas or his inspector, and for them to come all the way out to north Manchester again it had to be serious. But she couldn’t refuse to see them.

The children were in the sitting room. Lily had persuaded Josh to play with her toy hospital, and while he was maintaining the air of martyr it sounded as if he was actually enjoying it.

Maggie waited for the doorbell and walked slowly towards the door.

The two police officers had sober expressions.

‘May we come in, please, Mrs Taylor?’ Becky Robinson asked.

Maggie was flustered. She had sent flowers to the inspector and written her a thank you letter, but looking at the woman’s pale face she still felt a huge burden of guilt. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘Shouldn’t you still be in bed?’

Becky shook her head. ‘I’m fine. But thank you for asking.’

Maggie showed them into the kitchen, away from the children. She thought about taking them into the study, but the room still felt too much like Duncan’s space, and she didn’t want them getting a sense of the man she had been married to for the past ten years.

Maggie looked at Tom Douglas. He was too attractive to be a policeman, at least such a high ranking one. It was an irrelevant thought, but she was starting to like irrelevant thoughts. They stopped her thinking about other things – the thoughts that bombarded her brain and her memory every waking moment. She liked the fact that Tom’s dark blond hair was just a bit messy and slightly too long. She admired the look of capability and confidence he exuded. Like a safe port in a storm. Sadly, not a port that she could sail into to lick her wounds.

They all took seats.

‘Mrs Taylor, I don’t know if this will come as a shock to you or not, but we’re here to tell you that we’ve found your husband.’
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Finally the police had gone. Maggie had no idea whether her reactions had been the right ones or not, but she had been frantically trying to work out what had gone wrong. She knew she must have looked confused, but then maybe that’s what they would expect of somebody in her position.

She sat down at the kitchen table and rested her head in her hands. Her conversation with the police had confirmed that the press had made the link between Duncan and Michael Alexander, and his involvement in past crimes would inevitably come to light. So now Maggie had to face the thought that they might have to move away, even change their names, although Taylor was a common enough surname.

The police knew everything now, or almost everything.

They hadn’t known that Michael and Duncan were one and the same when they interviewed her after the abduction, but they seemed to have accepted that if she had told the police what she knew, she was destined to be the next victim.

One thing they would never know about was the sickening moment when Maggie had been forced to accept that Duncan was the Teetotaller. As Becky had told her what they knew about the Suffolk killings, Maggie had been hit by a clear recollection of arriving home from work unexpectedly in the early afternoon about six months ago, when they were still living in Suffolk. Duncan had come in a few minutes later, sodden from head to foot. She had found him stripping off in the utility room, pushing his clothes into the washing machine. She had seen the shocked look on his face when he had seen her, but she had laughed at him. Laughed. He had told her that a bus had gone through a huge puddle and drenched him. She never doubted him for one single moment.

Nor would they ever know what had really happened on Pomona Island.

It was only as she stood with Duncan on the quayside, looking down into the black water as he told her of his terror when he was left to drown as a child – terror that he had then inflicted on others – that she had known for certain what she had to do.

Duncan had planned his disappearance so well.

‘We can do this, Mags,’ he had said, grasping the tops of her arms and bending his knees slightly so that he could look directly into her eyes.

It was a good plan. With a few modifications of her own, it was the perfect plan.

As she had run into the wilderness of Pomona – just as Duncan had suggested – and placed a call to the chief inspector, her terror was real. But it was no longer fear of Duncan; it was fear of being found out. When the call had ended she had run back to the edge of the water and stood there, alone, waiting for the lights of a car. Her whole body had been shaking, trembling, shivering – not only with fear, but with the icy cold of wet clothes. Horror at what she had done gripped her in a vice, and she felt sure she wasn’t going to be able to pretend that somebody was trying to kill her and jump screaming into that icy water.

Not for a second time.

Duncan had already gone, but not through the wilderness of Pomona to his freedom. Before putting his escape plan into action, he had pulled Maggie into his arms to kiss her goodbye, and she had, for those few seconds, been filled with the certainty that she was doing the right thing – for all those women, but most of all for her children. She had wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned back to look into his eyes, her hands moving to the sides of his neck. She had loved those eyes so much, and now they looked back at her in the way she remembered well. He trusted her. He believed in her love for him. But now she could see beyond those eyes to the person beneath.

It had taken every ounce of her emotional strength to tear her gaze away from his. She had arched her body into his and spread her fingers as if to run them through his hair. Waiting until he moved his head towards her and was slightly off balance, she had jerked her body back, closing her fingers and grabbing fistfuls of his hair, swinging herself into the black water, dragging him with her.

Duncan had clung to her jacket, but she had kept hold of his hair – a trick she had learned from Samil – and pulled him with her into the centre of the river, swimming on her back, her legs kicking out in a lifesaving stroke. As she swam, she was almost paralysed with doubt. Duncan lifted his head out of the water and spluttered words she couldn’t decipher – didn’t want to hear. And then when she was as far away from either bank as she could get, where the swollen river merged into the canal, she lifted her legs as close to her chest as she could, placed her feet on his shoulders and pushed him away from her with all her strength. She had screamed – screamed to release the huge ball of emotion that had built inside her, screamed out her love for another man, the man she had believed he was.

Duncan hadn’t had a chance.

As she trod water in the centre of the river, Maggie had almost wanted to dive down into the depths to find him, to drag him back to the surface and beg his forgiveness. For a few seconds she even thought of letting go herself, allowing her body to sink to the muddy riverbed. But images of Josh and Lily invaded her mind, and Maggie had swum back to the shore, sobbing, heaving, and dragged herself out of the water.

She had forced herself to run screaming into the wilderness, to make the call to Tom Douglas and then to wait shivering by the side of the water for the police to arrive. Finally, she had seen the headlights, and Act Two had begun as she shouted, fought a shadow that wasn’t there and threw herself back into the water, an irrational fear that Duncan’s hands would rise up to drag her down with him making her weak. He was long gone, but she knew he was there, somewhere below her, sinking slowly as the last pockets of air were expelled.

Now they had found his body.

It would have started to decompose, and the gases would have lifted it out of the mud where it had been hidden. This was sooner than Maggie had expected; she had believed the cold water would keep his body for longer. But now at least he was gone for good.

As the police left, Maggie had felt Tom Douglas’s eyes on her. He knew there was more to it than she was saying, but he didn’t push her.

‘It was a lucky escape, Maggie,’ had been his final words. On the face of it, those words suggested he accepted the story that Duncan was trying to kill her, but they had so many other potential meanings that she didn’t want to consider. On balance, though, she thought he would have understood that there hadn’t been a choice. If Maggie had done as Duncan had asked, his escape plan might have succeeded. He might have killed again, and she couldn’t live with that.

She had no more tears to cry for her husband, and as the phone rang, she automatically reached out to answer it.

[image: ]

‘Maggie Taylor.’

‘Maggie, it’s Frank. How are you coping with everything?’

She could hear noise around him, the sound of happy people chatting, an information system shouting incomprehensible words over loudspeakers. It was good to hear a friendly voice, but Frank was too perceptive, and she was glad he was at the other end of the phone – unable to read her face.

‘I’m fine, Frank, but thank you for asking. Where are you?’

‘I’m at the airport, flying away and leaving everything behind.’

‘I thought you’d left days ago,’ Maggie said, a vague recollection of their conversation in a sandwich shop coming back to her.

‘I did. I went to my conference, but now I’m going further afield and I won’t be back.’

‘Where are you going?’ she asked. Not that it mattered much. Frank had been a friend, but she wasn’t going to be staying in Manchester anyway.

‘Oh, somewhere far away. My days of helping people discover who they really are have come to an end. You see, Maggie, I’ve lived vicariously through my clients for many years. First as a student counsellor, more recently as a psychologist. Controlling young minds was always something of a speciality of mine. But now it’s time for me to leave my own mark.’

Maggie didn’t speak. This didn’t sound like Frank.

‘I’m glad you came to Manchester, though, and that I had the chance to get to know you. I’ve wanted Michael back where he belonged for years – and then the opportunity presented itself. Through you.’

Maggie was more confused than ever. What did he mean?

‘Oh, Maggie. Maggie. You still haven’t quite got there, have you? I have to say that Alf Horton becoming one of your clients was a complete bonus – something even I couldn’t have planned. He was one of my better experiments. When he first came to me for treatment he hated his mother, you know. She was a bitch – she made his life hell and I gave him the perfect outlet – told him what he needed to do to hang onto his sanity and how to express his anger against his mother.’

Maggie was silent. This was Frank, but it wasn’t.

‘And Duncan,’ he continued, ‘although he will always be Michael to me, had developed nicely.’

The hairs on Maggie’s arms were standing on end.

‘You’ve done well. Better than I would have anticipated. I had no idea what the endgame would be, but you surpassed my expectations. And now you’re one of us, aren’t you.’

‘What do you mean?’ she whispered, dreading his answer but knowing what it would be.

The almost jokey tone had left his voice. Now it had a hard edge.

‘You’re a killer, Maggie. You voluntarily took another life. In cold blood, unless I’m much mistaken. The question is, did you enjoy it? Have you developed a taste for it?’

He let the silence hang, and Maggie felt her body begin to shake, the tremors making it difficult to hold the phone to her ear.

‘The choice is yours now, Maggie. Remember the words of the poem:


“I am the master of my fate.

I am the captain of my soul.”’



Without another word, he hung up.

Maggie stared sightlessly at the mirror on the wall facing her. She couldn’t focus on her face, and wondered if she ever would again. Would she recognise the person looking back at her. She was a killer, and he knew.

Still shaking she pulled her laptop across from the far side of the kitchen table and typed Frank’s final words into the search engine. A poem came up on the screen, and the first lines took her back to a day just over a week ago. It felt like years.

“Out of the night that covers me, Black as the pit from pole to pole…”

She remembered Frank reciting those lines to her on the night it all began. Was he trying to tell her something even then?

She glanced at the name of the poet. William Ernest Henley.

William. But William was a common name. It didn’t have to have anything to do with Duncan’s online friend.

Then she saw the title of the poem and she no longer had any doubt.

One word, a word that had haunted her for days, a word she had looked up to find its meaning: unconquered, invincible. A word that she knew represented the man who had manipulated them all, the puppeteer.

The poem was called Invictus.
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Prologue

It had been a night like so many others over the past few weeks, and as the woman looked down on the narrow street below her second-floor window, still dark at this pre-dawn hour, she finally admitted that she couldn’t take any more.

She raised her eyes to seek out the stars in the gaps between the buildings, but the sky was never completely black in central Manchester, the heavens polluted with endless street lights and overly bright shop windows. The incessant rumble of traffic created nothing more than background music that she had long ago learned to filter out, but sleep had eluded her once again because she never knew when the cries of the dead would pierce the silence and shatter any semblance of calm.

As the first resident in the north wing of this newly converted building, she had relished the isolation and was almost resentful of people gradually moving into the other apartments in her wing, while the south wing remained practically empty. Perhaps she should have made more effort to befriend her neighbours, to ask if they too heard the voices. But they wouldn’t understand, she was sure of that. They probably didn’t know or even care about the history of this building, a history that had fascinated and horrified her in equal measure.

She grasped the black tourmaline pendant where it hung against the skin of her chest, willing it to protect her from whatever was happening in this room. She felt the spirits around her – the spirits of children who had lived and died here. The building had been leased in the nineteenth century to accommodate the overflow from the huge New Bridge Street workhouse, and now those poor lost souls circled her, trying to tell her something, she was sure.

She had an affinity with the dead. It was something she had always known, but nobody believed her. This time, though, she knew these children wanted something from her and she was unable to help them.

At first she had heard laughter – the faintest echo of the happy sound reverberating around her sitting room. She hadn’t minded that. It had made her smile. But days later it had turned to crying – heart-wrenching sobs that made her want to reach out and touch the poor dead child. And it wasn’t just one voice she heard. Over the weeks she had sensed different cries, always starting with joy but ending with tears.

Only the long hours between nightfall and dawn were strangely silent, the spirits resting perhaps. During that time the woman prowled the apartment, unable to soothe the souls trapped within these walls.

She fingered the tourmaline again, and reached down to rub the smooth blue angelite crystal resting in a bowl on the table, a stone she had selected from her treasured gems to help her communicate with angels. But it wasn’t working, and the effort of trying to make contact, to free the spirits of these children from captivity, was draining her of energy.

It was time to leave them to their sadness.

*

Fifteen miles to the north of Manchester, Bernie Gray turned up the collar of his bright green hi-vis jacket against the thin drizzle that had plagued them for the last two days. He didn’t mind the rain and barely noticed it. He had other things on his mind.

He gave the dog lead in his left hand a gentle tug. Their new puppy, bought for his daughter two weeks earlier as a much-wanted Christmas present, was slightly more reluctant to go for a walk than she had been. Two minutes ago Zena had been prancing around in excitement, weaving between his legs. But that was in the warmth of the kitchen. She obviously had different thoughts now she was outside.

Bernie had been on dog-walking duty each morning since Zena had arrived on Christmas Eve, and although it was not yet 6am, he felt the exercise was doing him good, even though for now it was just a short loop until the puppy’s little legs grew stronger. Most mornings Bernie saw it as an opportunity to prepare himself for the day ahead. It also gave him time to focus on the persistent worry that hardly let go of him for a second.

This morning, though, he was thinking about the conversation he had had with his daughter, Scarlett. Not really a conversation. It was more of an accusation, and he needed to find a way to fix it.

‘Come on, Zena,’ he said softly as he coaxed the little chocolate Labrador along their usual route – following the road, down the path behind the church, out into the lane beyond, then back towards home. The circuit took no more than fifteen minutes and he never met anyone when he was out – the early hour and the chilly, damp mornings saw to that.

He turned left onto the path and looked up at the church tower, standing starkly against the dark blue of a sky that wasn’t going to lighten any time soon. He looked down at his feet, trying to avoid the worst of the puddles, which Zena, now accustomed to the cold, happily trotted through, her brand-new collar with its blue LEDs reflecting off the black water.

He was going to have to decide what to tell Scarlett – how to answer her questions. Not with the whole truth, obviously. But he was sure he could think of an explanation that she might accept, some watered-down version of the truth that a thirteen-year-old might understand. When he had seen her face that morning and heard the disgust in her voice, his guts had knotted. He couldn’t lose Scarlett. He knew he was out of options. He had to put this right and accept the consequences.

Bernie turned onto the narrow lane that ran back towards home. The drystone walls on either side of the single track created a wind tunnel, and he bent forward slightly to keep the worst of the drizzle off his face. He looked down at Zena, and smiled at the sight of her. With her wet fur she looked like a drowned rat. As he watched, she lifted her head and her ears went up. Zena stopped.

‘Come on, Zena,’ Bernie said, raising his voice slightly against the wind. ‘Get a move on.’

What had she heard? Her head was cocked slightly to one side, but it wasn’t until a pale glow relieved the darkness surrounding him that he realised there was a car on the lane ahead, approaching slowly, its dimmed headlamps creating gleaming pools of warm yellow light on the lane.

Bernie lifted his head and held his hand out, asking the driver to stop. There was no grass verge to move to so the car could pass, no farm gate to slip through.

The car drew to a halt about ten metres ahead. Bernie nodded his thanks, hoping the driver could see the small amount of his face that was peering out from beneath the hood of his green jacket. He picked Zena up so they could squeeze through the narrow gap between the car and the wall.

As he grasped her wriggling body he heard a sound he wasn’t expecting. The driver was revving his engine, probably indicating that Bernie should hurry up. Holding Zena close to his chest, he started to move towards the car – but not as quickly as the car moved towards him, its headlamps now on full beam, blinding him.

There was nowhere to go.

Bernie’s last thought before the car hit him and Zena was that now he would never get the chance to put things right with his daughter.
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Eighteen Months Later

The sound of a door closing upstairs should have given Natalie Gray sufficient warning that she wasn’t going to be alone for much longer, but her eyes were locked on to the computer screen and her heart was pounding.

‘Oh God,’ she whispered as she stared at the images in front of her. ‘Please tell me this is work-related.’

Her words were barely audible, but finally Ed’s cheerful whistling penetrated her consciousness as it grew ever closer and she quickly and silently closed the lid of his laptop and hurried across to the kettle, snatching it off its base and thrusting it under the cold tap, as if she had been standing by the sink all the time.

She shouldn’t have been looking at Ed’s computer, but she had wanted to check the weather for the day. She had gone to his browser history to see if the forecast site was there, and it probably was. But she hadn’t made it that far.

‘Do you want a cup of tea, Ed?’ she asked. Trying for bright and cheerful, her voice sounded brittle to her own ears, but she needed to think about what she had seen before she made any rash judgements. Their relationship was so new, and any accusation right now could fracture it into a million shattered pieces.

‘That would be lovely. Yes please, darling.’

As she composed her face and turned towards Ed she was surprised to see him in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He was a big man with a broad, muscular frame, and he carried all his clothes well – from today’s attire to his formal police uniform.

‘I thought you were on duty this morning,’ she said, pulling a mug from the rack and adding a teabag, trying desperately to be her normal chatty self. Usually she loved working in this kitchen with its shiny white units and black granite worktop, but right now she would have given anything to be miles away.

‘I should have been, but I told one of the lads I’d do his nights this week. His wife’s just had their third, and he’s volunteered for the midnight feed to give her a bit of sleep. You don’t mind, do you, Nat?’ He gave her a worried glance. ‘I know it means you’ll be on your own at night, but I couldn’t refuse him.’

Natalie gave him a smile and hoped it didn’t look as shaky as she felt. A small voice in her head told her she was being stupid, overreacting. There was bound to be an explanation.

‘I don’t mind at all, but you’ll have Scarlett under your feet during the day. If she’s got friends round or she’s playing her music too loud when you’re trying to sleep, feel free to ask her to keep it down. It’s your house, and she needs to respect that.’

‘No, it’s our house. I love having Scarlett here, and her friends are always welcome. I love having you both here.’

Ed moved around the kitchen island. ‘Come here, Nat.’ He smiled and pulled her gently towards him.

She put her arms around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. Ed’s hugs had seen her through the darkest times, and his broad shoulders had been cried on more often than she could count. There was something about being held in these strong arms that had always made her feel she had reached a place of safety. But not today.

It was eighteen months now since Natalie’s husband Bernie had died when a stolen car of joyriders had ploughed into him and their beautiful chocolate-brown Labrador puppy, killing them both. During months of crippling grief for the man she had been in love with since she was seventeen, Ed had been her saviour in so many ways. He had been hurting almost as much as she had, because Bernie and Ed – different as they were – had been best friends since they were five years old.

She would never forget the dreadful moment when Megan, Bernie’s friend and colleague, had arrived to give her the shocking news. Biting her cheek to prevent her emotion from showing and quieter than Natalie had ever known her, Megan had moved discreetly around the house, answering the phone, calling friends and family to save Natalie that painful process.

From the start, though, Natalie had felt that nobody could comfort her the way Ed could. He had rushed to be with her as soon as he heard, and since then had been there for her every step of the way. But right now, with his arms holding her close, she could feel her body stiffen with tension as alarm bells rang at the back of her mind. What she had seen on Ed’s laptop had left her questioning everything she knew about him.

Why had he never married? His slightly olive skin and high cheekbones gave him an exotic look, and he was a kind and thoughtful man. He would have been a catch for anyone, so why had every relationship he’d ever had ended within weeks, or at best months?

Putting her hands on Ed’s hips, she pushed him gently away.

‘Is there something the matter, Nat?’ he asked, bending slightly so that his eyes looked into hers. At five feet ten inches herself, he didn’t have to bend too far, but Natalie couldn’t meet his probing gaze, and she turned her back on him to reach for a tea towel to wipe her already dry hands.

‘No, it’s nothing. Just thinking about work.’

‘Okay. Well I’ll pop upstairs and have a word with Scarlett, see if there’s anything she’d like to do today. I thought I might treat her to lunch, or maybe there’s something she’d like to see at the pictures if she’s not planning to meet up with her friends. We could make a day of it. I’ll be back for my cup of tea in a minute.’

Ed walked towards the door, and Natalie felt a rising tide of panic.

‘Wait!’

Ed turned, a puzzled expression on his face. ‘What’s up?’

‘Nothing. Nothing. I just remembered that I said Scarlett could come with me today. A bit of work experience, you know. Look, can you get the eggs on and I’ll go and wake her up? Thanks, love.’

Natalie pushed past Ed and scurried towards the stairs. She couldn’t look at him. He would be wondering what on earth was the matter, and the truth was she wasn’t sure she knew.

*

As she ran up the stairs, Natalie could feel her heart thudding.

‘Calm down,’ she whispered under her breath. She didn’t want Scarlett to see her like this. She would know something was wrong.

She reached the wide landing and turned left towards her daughter’s room. Ed’s house was so much bigger and more solid-feeling than their modern semi, and she had been glad to move here. Since Bernie died, their house had felt cold and empty, and night after night, unable to sleep and missing the warmth of her husband’s body next to hers in their bed, she had paced the floor until the early hours, wondering what the future would hold for herself and her daughter. She worried that she wouldn’t be enough for Scarlett on her own. How could she hope to provide the same amount of love as two parents?

She stopped and rested a hand on a chest of drawers, taking a deep breath to steady herself. Had it all been a huge mistake? Should they have stayed in their own house?

The relationship with Ed had sneaked up on Natalie. Three months after the anniversary of Bernie’s death Ed had called in, as he often did, to check she and Scarlett were all right, and as he was leaving his farewell hug had turned into something more. Natalie hadn’t wanted to let go of him, and gradually his arms had tightened around her. She had become conscious of every inch of his body, from the feel of his thighs pressed against hers to the warmth of his chest through the thin fabric of her T-shirt.

Ed had given a low groan and eased back.

‘Natalie,’ he’d said, and for a moment she thought she’d made a mistake. But his eyes were dark with longing and she reached up to kiss him gently on the mouth. It felt as if she had surfaced from the depths of despair into a bright and exciting new world – a safe one too, because that was how he made her feel. Steady Eddie, Bernie had called him. But even though he lacked her husband’s spontaneity, Ed made her feel cherished and brought warmth back into her heart.

They began to spend every spare moment together, but she’d had to admit to Ed that she didn’t feel comfortable with him staying at her house, sleeping on Bernie’s side of the bed.

‘I know what you mean,’ Ed had said when she told him of her reservations. ‘This is Bernie’s house – and yours and Scarlett’s, obviously. Look, this might be a big step, but when you feel the time’s right, why don’t you both come and live with me? My house has more space, and if you’re not ready to sleep next to me every night you can have your own bedroom. I don’t want to rush you.’

Natalie had known Ed for as long as she had known Bernie, so it had seemed an easy decision, and two months later she and Scarlett had moved in.

Megan had cautioned her against the move.

‘Are you certain it’s not too soon, Nat? I know it’s difficult adjusting to being alone, but please make sure you’re ready for this.’

Natalie had ignored her advice. But had Megan been right?

She heard Ed in the hall below. She hadn’t had time to process what she had seen – to decide what she should do – but if he found her here, leaning against the furniture and staring into thin air, he would know something was wrong.

At the far end of the landing Scarlett’s door was ajar, and as Natalie hurried towards it she could see her daughter’s red wavy hair spread over the pillow. Just her nose was poking above the bedclothes, the freckles that she hated so much showing against the pale cream of her skin. Natalie’s breath caught in her throat. Scarlett was so beautiful, even if she couldn’t see it herself. She blamed Natalie for the red hair and her father for skin that couldn’t bear too much sun.

As if sensing that she was being watched, Scarlett’s eyes slowly opened. She stretched her arms above her head and yawned.

‘What are you doing lurking in the doorway, Mum?’

Natalie painted a smile on her face and walked over to the bed. She sat on the edge and reached out a hand to gently push the hair away from Scarlet’s forehead.

‘You need to get up, sweetheart. You’re coming into work with me today.’

Scarlett’s look of horror said it all. ‘What? Why?’

‘Because Ed will have things to do, and besides, I like having you with me.’

‘But I’m on holiday! Why can’t I stay at home and chill? I’m fifteen, Mum. I am old enough to be left alone, you know, or I could go to Gracie’s. I said I’d call her when I was up.’

Natalie knew she had probably been overprotective of Scarlett recently and she didn’t want to stifle the girl. But this was different. She stood up and moved away from the bed.

‘Well, you can have a look round the shops, and if there are any tops you like I’ll come out with you at lunchtime and we’ll see if there’s anything worth buying. You need some things for the summer anyway. Does that make it sound any more enticing?’

Scarlett shrugged. ‘A bit, I suppose.’

Natalie hated what she was doing and turned away before Scarlett could sense her confusion. ‘Just get up, love. We’re out of here in thirty minutes. Okay?’

She didn’t wait for her daughter’s reply. She made her way downstairs to get on with the breakfast, forcing the images she had seen on Ed’s computer from her mind.

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she was surprised to see him walking towards her, jangling his car keys.

‘Are you going out?’

‘Sorry, Nat. I’ve bollocksed things up a bit. I was supposed to pick Joe up on my way to shift this morning, and when I agreed to swap to nights I forgot to tell him. His wife’s gone off in his car, so now he’s stuck.’

That was typical of Ed. He took on everyone else’s problems and never let anyone down. So why couldn’t she just trust him?

‘Don’t look like that, darling,’ he said. ‘It’s my fault, so I’d better sort it. I’ll only be about forty minutes, but you’ll probably have gone by the time I get back.’

Ed leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss on the lips. ‘I’ll see you tonight, and I’ll cook before I go to work. I’ll make you my famous lasagne.’ He gave Natalie a smile, and when hers was less cheerful than normal he looked puzzled. ‘Don’t be cross – it’s only breakfast I’m missing.’

Natalie shook her head and tried to widen her smile as he opened the front door. With one last grin he was gone.

The smile dropping from her face, Natalie quickly walked through to the kitchen, leaving the door open so she would be able to hear Scarlett coming downstairs. She strode across to the table and lifted the lid of the laptop. The screen sprang to life and Natalie took a deep breath. She shouldn’t be doing this. She had never spied on Bernie in all their time together – she had never felt the need – and this felt so wrong. But she hadn’t been spying that morning. She had never intended to scrutinise Ed’s browser history, but this time there was no excuse. She was actively checking it out. Her hands were shaking so much that she clicked the wrong option and silently cursed herself. Scarlett would be down soon – she needed to be quick.

She took a breath to calm herself and this time managed to steer the mouse to the history button. She clicked and the list of recent sites was displayed. There were ten items, but the site she had been looking at earlier had gone.

Ed had deleted it.
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It seemed remarkably quiet in the office for a Monday morning, and DCI Tom Douglas couldn’t help wondering what particular set of circumstances had deterred the underworld of Greater Manchester from causing the usual weekend chaos.

His thoughts were interrupted as footsteps approached his office, and he struggled to hide his pleasure as he studiously pretended to focus on the spreadsheet of crime figures in front of him.

The footsteps stopped, and still he didn’t look up.

‘Ta-dah!’

Tom slowly raised his eyes to the figure standing in the doorway, posed with arms spread out from her body as if taking a curtain call on stage.

Tom said nothing.

‘Glad to see me back?’ Becky Robinson grinned at him expectantly.

Tom was struck by how much thinner she was than before her illness, but her dark hair was as shiny and bouncy as ever, and it seemed she had lost none of her sparkle.

‘Beside myself with joy,’ Tom said in a bored voice, dropping his head back to the paperwork to hide his smile.

‘Huh. Well, I’ll just go again, shall I?’ Becky asked.

Tom didn’t have a chance to answer before another body appeared in the doorway, dressed in a dazzling white shirt and a pair of trousers with creases so sharp you could cut yourself.

‘Oh. Sorry, sir, ma’am. I hadn’t realised you were busy. I came to see if you would like coffee, sir?’

‘Thanks, Keith. That would be great.’ Tom nodded at the newcomer.

‘Ma’am?’

‘I’m good, thanks.’

Tom raised his eyebrows and gave Becky a smile as Keith spun on his heel and marched off to make the coffee.

‘See how well I’ve been looked after?’

For a moment Tom thought she was taking him seriously and he felt a stab of remorse. He pushed his chair back and stood up, not quite sure whether he should give Becky a hug or shake her hand. Since she had nearly died after throwing herself in a river in an abortive rescue mission, their relationship had changed. He had realised how much she brightened his days and how much he relied on her spirited determination to get the job done. He covered his momentary confusion by circumventing his desk to pull out a chair for her.

‘Sit,’ he said. ‘And seriously, you’ve no idea how glad I am to have you back.’

‘Keith not cutting the mustard, then?’ she asked as she sat down, her grin spreading.

Tom compromised on the hug by giving Becky’s shoulder a quick squeeze as he walked back around his desk.

‘Keith’s a perfectly competent DS who we decided might benefit from a temporary DI position in your absence. He makes an excellent cup of coffee.’ Tom said no more. He wasn’t in the habit of denigrating any of his team, but Keith’s obsequiousness had driven him to distraction. ‘Are you now fully recovered at last?’

‘Well, I do apologise for the inconvenience of my absence. But sadly the contents of the River Irwell didn’t agree with my delicate constitution.’

Tom knew what an understatement that was. After treating Becky for shock and monitoring her vital signs for a couple of days, the hospital had let her go home and, being Becky, she had come straight back to work. But a few days later she had been taken seriously ill again. It turned out she had ingested some vicious parasite. It took time for it to work its way out of her system, and it had left her weak and underweight. In the three months she had been off Tom had missed her, and he was delighted to see her looking bright and cheerful again.

A sharp knock on the open door diverted his attention for a moment.

‘Your coffee, sir.’ Keith placed the coffee, in a cup and saucer rather than in his usual mug, on the desk. ‘Are you sure I can’t get you anything, ma’am?’

Becky shook her head.

‘DI Robinson will come and find you when we’ve finished, Keith, and you can do your handover. Thanks for the coffee.’

‘My pleasure, sir.’ For a moment Keith looked as if he was about to click his heels together and salute, but he just lowered his head in acknowledgement and reversed out of the door, closing it softly behind him.

Becky grinned at Tom, but he ignored her and stuck to business.

‘Keith will bring you up to date on any current cases, but it’s been slightly less hectic than usual for some reason. I don’t suppose the peace will last, though.’

As if on cue, Tom’s phone rang. He shrugged his shoulders and picked it up.

*

Becky watched Tom’s look of concentration as he listened to whoever was on the other end of the call. He picked up a pen and started to doodle on his pad – not, as Becky knew, because he wasn’t listening. But the more intense the conversation, the more expressive his doodles became. He broke off in the middle of constructing a particularly elaborate elliptical shape to write a few words on his pad and lifted his eyes to look at Becky.

Must be a case, Becky thought.

She wasn’t sure if she was pleased or not. She was keen to get back into the swing of things, but there was something she had to say to Tom, something that was going to be difficult, and she had no way of knowing how he was going to respond. She valued their relationship, but what she was about to do might be going a step too far, and if it all went wrong – if Tom reacted badly – it could seriously screw things up. She could lose him.

He put the phone down, closed his eyes and shook his head slowly.

‘What’s up?’ she asked. ‘New case?’

‘No. Not new. Philippa wants to talk to me about the death of a police officer eighteen months ago. Hit-and-run. It was a stolen car, and it was found burned out on Blackstone Edge so it’s always been assumed it was joyriders, although nobody was ever caught.’

‘So why are they looking again now?’

Tom shrugged. ‘Who knows? Maybe someone has developed a conscience and decided to come clean.’

He smiled at Becky’s expression of disbelief.

‘I know, not very likely, but I’d better go and talk to Philippa about it.’

Becky knew that once Tom disappeared behind the door of Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley’s office he was likely to be there for a while. Although Philippa was Tom’s boss, it had once been the other way round and they had an intriguing relationship, taking every available opportunity to share thoughts and ideas. Philippa, in theory, scoffed at Tom’s famous gut feelings about cases because she went strictly by the book – at least most of the time – but that never stopped her from asking his opinion. Philippa scared the hell out of Becky, so she kept all contact with the woman to a minimum.

She stood up to leave and turned at the doorway, hoping and praying she wasn’t about to blush.

‘Tom, I know today’s not ideal if you’re going to be tied up with Philippa, but do you think that tomorrow – or maybe later in the week – we could meet up out of work for a drink? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.’

Tom looked up from his desk, where he had been attempting to reorder the chaotic pile of papers before leaving. ‘Sure,’ he said with a slight note of surprise. ‘Will Mark be joining us?’

‘No,’ Becky said. Mark, her boyfriend, had to be kept out of this. ‘If you can spare the time, I’d really like to buy you a drink. And I might need one myself. Later in the week?’

She could sense his puzzlement, but as he reached for his jacket he nodded. ‘Okay. Whenever you like. I haven’t got any plans after today.’

Becky let out a long breath. Mission stage one completed, she thought.
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It had to be said that Natalie’s day in the office with Scarlett hadn’t been a resounding success. Scarlett had been bored and Natalie hadn’t been able to concentrate. Her daughter was clearly not interested in the world of corporate PR, so Natalie had packed up early, knowing she would have time to catch up that evening while Ed was working and Scarlett was stretched full length on the sofa, watching whatever scintillating soap she was currently following.

Their day together had started badly, with Scarlett’s resentment at having to get out of bed to trail into town with her mum creating a level of tension that Natalie had found hard to break down, but at least the journey wasn’t too long since the new Metrolink line had opened.

When they arrived in Manchester, Natalie had set Scarlett free to wander the Arndale Centre, but she had turned up at the office halfway through the morning saying it was no fun on her own and, despite an hour of shopping together at lunchtime, Natalie could see that her daughter was fed up.

Taking Scarlett with her had been a knee-jerk reaction, and she was beginning to feel ridiculous. Ed was a policeman. There were any number of reasons why he might have been looking at that site on his laptop, and she could of course just ask him. That would be the sensible thing to do.

But Natalie didn’t always do the sensible thing. Sometimes she hid from the truth, hoping it would go away. There had been times with Bernie when she had wondered if he was keeping things from her, but generally – if she ignored her worries – life settled back into its comfortable balance with no harm done. Maybe she should trust her instincts about Ed and think positively.

Scarlett barely spoke on the way home, but Natalie hardly noticed as she agonised over what to do. Pulling her car into the drive she still hadn’t come to a decision, and she turned to her daughter.

‘Do you mind putting the kettle on, sweetheart? I’m going to dump these things in my room and get out of my work clothes.’

‘I don’t know why you keep calling it your room, Mum. I do know where you sleep, you know. And it’s fine with me. I like Ed. I keep telling you, I’m not a kid.’

‘Of course you’re not, and I’ve never tried to pretend I sleep there. It’s just useful to have a room where I can keep all the things I moved out of our house – especially the boxes of your dad’s stuff. You know what a hoarder he was, and I had to put it all somewhere until I feel like going through it. That’s why I call it my room.’

Scarlett rolled her eyes as if to say, ‘Whatever’ and got out of the car. As they walked towards the house there was a shout from beyond the hedge. Scarlett’s friend Gracie was walking by. Scarlett grinned for the first time that day and ran off to talk to her. Natalie picked up the discarded carrier bags and unlocked the front door, leaving it open for her daughter.

She glanced into the kitchen but there was no sign of Ed, so she kicked off her shoes and went upstairs to her room. She pushed open the door and stopped, her hand resting on the doorknob.

Ed looked up quickly from where he sat on the floor, a half-empty cardboard box resting between his knees, the contents spread around him.

His face flushed. ‘I didn’t hear the door,’ he said.

‘Clearly,’ Natalie answered, not bothering to hide the irritation in her voice. ‘Otherwise no doubt you’d have hastily put everything back in the box. What’s going on? Why are you looking through Bernie’s things?’

Ed looked lost. His eyes were wide and his mouth slightly open, as if he were hunting for the right words.

‘I lent him something a few years ago, and I thought it might be in this box.’

‘Really? What was it, exactly?’ It was clear that Ed was clutching at straws.

‘I lent him a DVD – Reservoir Dogs – and he never gave it back to me.’

Natalie looked at him. Could that be true?

‘Why didn’t you ask me for it, rather than go searching through his boxes?’

Ed lifted himself off the floor, resting on his haunches, and began putting the papers, notebooks and other odds and ends back in the box, his eyes avoiding Natalie’s as he neatly replaced each item.

‘I didn’t realise there were any secrets, Nat. I’m sorry.’

‘There aren’t any secrets. But maybe just ask next time,’ she said quietly as she turned and left the room.

She needed to be alone, to think. Why was Ed being so secretive? She headed for the bathroom and sat down on the toilet seat, resting her head in her hands.

Her mind flashed back to an occasion a few days after they had moved in. She had gone into what they referred to as her room and stood in the doorway, looking around. Things had been moved. She knew she had put a jumper on top of one of the boxes, but it wasn’t there. It was on the bed. At the time she had assumed Scarlett had been looking for something and thought no more about it.

But what if it hadn’t been Scarlett? What if Ed had been systematically going through Bernie’s things? And if he had, why?

*

Scarlett and Ed were leaning against the island when Natalie finally walked into the kitchen, both laughing at something on Scarlett’s phone. Ed reached out his arm and put it around Scarlett’s shoulders, running his hand up and down the bare skin at the top of her arm.

Natalie froze. Should he be doing that? Wasn’t that too familiar?

They both looked towards her, smiles on their faces. When they saw her stony stare, their smiles faded.

‘Mum?’

Natalie shook herself. ‘Did you make me that cup of tea, Scarlett?’

‘Err, yes. But that was, like, hours ago. Where’ve you been?’

Natalie could sense Ed’s eyes trying to penetrate her thoughts, but she had to shut him out.

‘Sorry. I didn’t feel great. Must have been that prawn sandwich I had at lunchtime. I’m okay now. What were you laughing at?’

Scarlett stayed where she was but held her phone out. ‘It’s a daft video that’s been posted on Instagram. Have a look.’

Dropping his arm from Scarlett’s shoulder, Ed walked towards the kettle. ‘Why don’t you sit down, Nat? Scarlett can show you the video while I make you a fresh cup of tea.’

Natalie walked into the dining area and pulled out a chair, watching her daughter carefully. She didn’t seem to mind Ed touching her, and until this morning it wouldn’t have occurred to Natalie to think twice about it. Now, though, it made her uncomfortable.

Ed bent down to the washing machine while the kettle was boiling and started to pull out their laundry. All of their laundry, including Scarlett’s underwear.

‘Leave it, Ed. I’ll do it.’ Natalie could hear the suppressed anger in her voice, and struggled to ignore the looks she was getting from her daughter.

Ed lifted his hands as if she were pointing a gun at him. ‘Fine. I’m due on shift in an hour anyway. The lasagne is made – it just needs to go into the oven for about forty minutes. I’ll go and get changed.’

He walked out of the door and Scarlett could no longer be ignored.

‘Mum, what the hell’s got into you? Why are you being so horrible?’

Natalie couldn’t answer. But she had to find out how Scarlett felt about Ed.

‘Do you wish we’d stayed at our house, Scarlett? Tell me the truth, because you’re the one that counts now.’

Scarlett’s face collapsed as tears sprang into her eyes. She leaned towards Natalie. ‘You’re going bonkers, Mum. Ed is so good to us both – we’re lucky to have him. Everything was fine yesterday. Why are you trying to mess it all up?’ Scarlett grabbed her phone from the worktop and stomped out of the door.
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Ed hadn’t come home from his shift by the time Natalie had to leave for work the next morning. She wasn’t happy leaving Scarlett alone in the house with him for the day, but she didn’t know what else she could do without making a scene, and Scarlett had said she was going round to Gracie’s in the afternoon.

She had tried all night to rationalise everything, but she kept remembering other small things, actions that had seemed meaningless at the time but suddenly seemed significant. A few days previously Natalie had gone up to bed, leaving Ed downstairs. But when she came down unexpectedly for a glass of water he had hastily closed the lid of his laptop, and he looked guilty – there was no other word for it.

She hadn’t said anything – it was his house, and they still had to get used to each other – but on top of her earlier suspicions she now knew for certain that Ed hadn’t been looking for a DVD in Bernie’s box. She had checked Ed’s movie collection and Reservoir Dogs was right there. He was lying to her, and for her daughter’s sake Natalie was going to have to bite the bullet and talk to him. She had left a message on his mobile, saying she would be back early because there was something they needed to discuss before he went to work that evening. In the meantime, though, Scarlett was going to be alone with him in the house.

As she drove into the car park to pick up the tram into Manchester, Natalie put her phone on speaker and called Alison, her best friend since primary school. As a teacher of teenagers, Alison could always be trusted to help out with Scarlett.

‘Ali, it’s Nat.’

‘Hey, Nat.’ She could hear Alison yawning and realised that she had woken her friend up.

‘Sorry. I know that now school’s on holiday you were probably having a lie-in, but I need your help.’

‘Go on.’ Alison still sounded half asleep. ‘I’m listening, sort of.’

‘I’m a bit worried about Scarlett and I don’t like the idea of her being on her own all day.’

‘Isn’t Ed there?’

Natalie should have thought of this before she called. Her pause lasted too long.

‘Nat?’ Alison said.

‘Yes, but he’s on nights so he’ll be sleeping. Could you call round unannounced at some point to check she’s all right?’

‘Of course I can. But why? Is something wrong?’

Natalie wasn’t ready to talk about this to anyone but Ed. She shuddered at the thought.

‘No, I’d just like to know she’s okay while I’m gone.’

‘Not a problem. Any particular time in mind?’

‘Not really. Oh bugger!’

‘What’s up?’ Alison asked

‘I’ve forgotten my bloody laptop. I don’t usually take it home, so I didn’t think about it. Shit! I’ll have to go back and get it.’

Promising to call her friend back, Natalie turned the car round and made her way home, worried that this would make her late for the morning meeting. Not a good start to the day.

*

She wasn’t surprised to see Ed’s car in the drive. His shift would have finished about half an hour ago, and they only lived ten minutes from the police station. She expected him to be in the kitchen eating up the remains of the lasagne, a habit that Natalie deplored but one that he and Bernie had in common. Cold lasagne, cold pizza, cold curry – when they came back from a night on duty it was their standard fare.

When she saw the kitchen was empty she realised that Ed had probably already gone to bed, so she tiptoed up the stairs. The bathroom door was open with steam billowing out, so it seemed he had only just had a shower and might still be awake. Maybe now would be a good time to talk.

As she walked towards their room, she saw Scarlett’s door was half open and glanced in to see if her daughter was up yet. She stopped dead. Sitting on the bed with nothing more than a towel around his waist was Ed, the dark hairs on his chest still glistening with droplets of water. Scarlett was sitting up in her vest top and knickers, the bedclothes kicked away, and Ed had his arms around her daughter, stroking the naked flesh of her back.

Natalie felt as if all the breath had left her body. For what seemed like minutes her mind struggled to comprehend what her eyes were seeing. Then a white-hot fury took hold and she flung back the bedroom door.

‘What in God’s name is going on here?’ she said, her voice shaking as she carefully enunciated each word. ‘Get away from her, Ed. Get your hands off her. Now.’

She strode towards him and grabbed his arm, yanking him off the bed.

‘Nat, what’s up?’ he said, grasping the flimsy towel, the shock in his voice only too apparent.

‘What the fuck do you think is up? You’re naked – or as good as – and you’re holding my daughter in your arms. Get the hell out of this room. Now, Ed.’

Scarlett pulled the covers up to her chin as if in defence, her face crumpling as tears flooded her eyes. ‘Why are you being like this, Mum? Ed was just comforting me, like he’s done hundreds of times before.’

‘I bet he has,’ Natalie responded, her voice little more than a hiss. What had she done, leaving her daughter in this man’s care? How long had this been going on?

Ed was reaching a hand towards Natalie as if in supplication, his eyes wide with alarm. ‘I heard Scarlett crying when I came out of the bathroom, so I came to see if she was okay. What’s wrong with that?’

‘Get out,’ Natalie spat, sitting down on the bed by Scarlett, reaching out to hold her daughter. ‘It’s okay, sweetheart. You haven’t done anything wrong, I promise. Get up and get dressed now. Put some clothes in a bag. We’re leaving.’

Scarlett’s face was flushed and stained with tears.

‘Mum, you’re being ridiculous.’ Her voice rose on the second syllable and ended on a sob.

‘Don’t argue, Scarlett. We’re going. I’ll be downstairs when you’re ready.’

*

Ed was pacing backwards and forwards on the landing and he turned on Natalie as soon as she came out of the room.

‘What on earth are you thinking, Nat? No, scratch that. I know what you’re thinking. Are you insane? I wouldn’t touch Scarlett – you must know that.’ His earlier horror at Natalie’s reaction had changed to anger.

Natalie walked past him. She didn’t want to have this conversation right outside Scarlett’s door. She went into the bedroom she had been sharing with Ed and held the door open, her limbs trembling with emotion. He followed, and as she pushed the door shut he reached out to her again, but Natalie stepped away, arms folded, staring at this man that she had thought she knew so well.

‘Natalie, please. Think about it,’ Ed said, fighting to keep his tone level. ‘I’ve known Scarlett since she was born. I’m her godfather. She’s just a kid – a kid who cries for her dad when you’re not there because she blames herself for his death. All she can say over and over is that if she hadn’t wanted a puppy – a puppy that had to be walked first thing in the morning when it was too dark for a thirteen-year-old to be out on her own – her dad would never have been out on that lane, and he wouldn’t be dead.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that?’

‘Of course you know that.’ Ed lowered his voice, clearly conscious that Scarlett might hear. ‘But Scarlett doesn’t realise that you do and she tries to hide it from you. She cries for him. It’s getting less and less, and as far as I know this is the first time since you’ve moved in. But she used to come to me after school when she knew I wasn’t on shift. She never told you, and she asked me not to.’

Natalie felt her anger threaten to choke her. ‘How dare you? How could you not have told me that she was struggling so much? I’m her mother.’

Ed tutted as if Natalie was entirely missing the point. ‘Yes, and the poor kid doesn’t want to upset you. If I’d told you and she’d found out, she wouldn’t have had me to come to, would she? And then where would she have gone?’

‘To Alison.’

To Natalie’s amazement, Ed laughed. ‘To Alison. Right.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’

Ed looked into her eyes and shook his head. He paused before he spoke. ‘Nothing,’ he said, his voice quiet. ‘Nothing at all.’

‘I’ve no idea what you’ve suddenly got against Alison. But right now I don’t care.’ Maybe Ed was trying to change the subject – to move away from the one issue that counted – but she wasn’t going to let that happen. ‘Nothing you say can make this better, Ed. There’s no way you should have been touching her when neither of you were dressed.’

Ed blew out a long breath. ‘Okay. It won’t happen again, even though it never occurred to me that I was doing anything wrong. Let’s all calm down, shall we?’

‘I’m not bloody calming down – there’s not a chance of that. We’re leaving. I’ve asked Scarlett to pack some things, and that’s what I’m going to do. And then we’re gone.’

Natalie walked over to the wardrobe and threw the door open. Ed followed her and stood close, but it seemed he thought twice about touching her. His voice broke as he spoke, as if for the first time he realised he was about to lose her.

‘For Christ’s sake, Nat, you’re being bloody ridiculous. Where are you going to go? Your house is rented out, and Alison’s not got a functioning spare room in her cottage until the renovation’s complete.’

‘It’s none of your business where we go. We need some space between us while I decide what to do.’

‘What do you mean?’

Natalie randomly pulled trousers, skirts and tops from the wardrobe and threw them on the bed. Not that it mattered what she took. At the moment it felt as if nothing mattered any more. But she had to keep busy or the sadness welling up inside her would overwhelm her. She had wanted so badly for this to work, for her and Scarlett to be back inside a warm, loving home.

She turned and forced herself to look Ed in the eye, hating herself for how much she wanted to go to him and feel the comfort of his arms.

‘You were Bernie’s best friend, and you’ve been a good friend to me, Ed. But men who like young kids are sick. I should report you. But I need to calm down first.’

Ed looked at her with shock. ‘Report me for comforting your daughter when she was crying? I’m sorry neither of us had many clothes on. Big mistake. My bad…whatever you like. But report me?’

He took a step towards her again, and she could see the fury in his eyes. For a moment she thought he was going to reach out and shake her. She stood her ground and spoke quietly, disgust dripping from every syllable.

‘No, Ed. Report you for the filth you were looking at on your computer – the site you’ve now erased from your history. Conveniently. They were kids, Ed. Just teenagers. How could you?’
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Tom knocked once on Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley’s door and heard her peremptory call of, ‘Come.’ It made him smile, although he knew it irritated the hell out of some of his colleagues. He would always remember his first introduction to Philippa as a trainee detective when the thought of seeing a rat nearly made her pass out, so when she was being particularly overbearing he always thought of that moment, and she knew it.

Tom pushed open the door. Philippa didn’t look up from her desk, and he sat down without waiting for her invitation. Their meeting yesterday had been cut short – in fact, it had only lasted about two minutes before she got a call from the chief constable’s office demanding her presence for what was apparently a more important meeting. The fact that they were probably discussing how to save money instead of how to save lives irritated Tom, but some things never changed.

Philippa scribbled something on the bottom of a sheet of paper and then placed it neatly in the central tray of the three-tier black-mesh stack at the side of her otherwise empty desk. She looked at Tom expectantly, clearly waiting for him to speak.

‘I would recap on where we were up to yesterday, but as we were precisely nowhere, shall we start again?’ he asked.

‘Fine,’ Philippa said. ‘Eighteen months ago a police sergeant from the north of the region was knocked down and killed by a car. The driver failed to stop. It was dark, the roads were wet, and he was hit head-on. He was killed instantly. As was the dog – not that that’s important.’

Tom raised his eyebrows and said nothing. As a dog lover he wasn’t too keen on the poor animal being considered irrelevant.

‘I presume it was investigated at the time?’ Tom asked.

‘Absolutely, but without a satisfactory conclusion. The car was stolen, of course, and was found as a burned-out wreck up on the moors later that day. The paint fragments at the scene and on the victim’s clothing were matched with the make and model of the stolen vehicle, and the good news is that they managed to get some DNA. It seems someone in the car had been drinking out of a half-bottle of whisky. The bottle shattered in the fire, but the neck was relatively intact. As we never caught the driver and the DNA didn’t match anyone on file, there was nobody to compare it to.’

Tom remembered the case, as he remembered every serving police officer who had died in or around Manchester during his time there. He had seen a picture of the man’s widow and child, and wondered how his own daughter, Lucy, would cope if anything happened to him. How sad that Bernie Gray would never have the chance to see his beautiful girl grow up.

‘Did we manage to track the car’s movements before or after Gray died?’ Tom said, snapping his mind back on to the job.

‘No. It seems the driver kept to the back roads away from any ANPR cameras, so we’ve no sightings of it that morning.’

‘So he knew the area.’

‘It would appear so, although it may have been luck.’

Tom frowned but didn’t answer. He knew the area north of Rochdale quite well, and although there were plenty of narrow lanes into the countryside, it was all too easy to turn down one and end up in someone’s farmyard.

‘There was no reason at all to suspect any kind of intent,’ Philippa continued. ‘Sergeant Gray was well liked. He’d obviously caught his share of lowlifes in his time, but nothing stood out enough for us to think it was anything other than an accident, particularly as there had been a number of cars stolen in the area in the weeks before his death. They stopped immediately after he was killed, and the thinking was that it was kids having their idea of fun. When they realised they’d killed a copper they stopped.’

‘So why the renewed interest?’ Tom asked.

Philippa pulled a sheet of paper from the bottom tray on her desk and handed it to Tom.

‘Yesterday morning a man was arrested and charged with aggravated burglary. His DNA matches that found on the whisky bottle.’

‘Open and shut case, then?’ Tom asked.

‘It sounds like it, but we need to talk to the man, see what he has to say for himself. And we have to make sure that we have a watertight case, so it will mean going over a lot of old ground.’ Philippa took the email back from Tom. ‘You’ve still got that DS on loan from division, haven’t you?’

‘Keith Sims, yes. He was acting DI in Becky’s absence, but she’s back now so I assumed he would be returning to his usual role.’

‘How is she? Fully recovered?’

‘Perky as ever, but very thin. I’ll go easy on her.’ Tom was tempted to tell Philippa that Becky had asked for a word with him in private. He really didn’t like the sound of that and wondered if she had lost her nerve as a result of the accident and might want to move out of his team into something less traumatic. But until he knew more there was no point involving Philippa, who would probably drag Becky up to her office and give her the third degree.

‘Quite. Well I suggest you keep DS Sims on your team for now. Clear it with division and put him on this. The SIO on the investigation has retired since Sergeant Gray was killed, so a fresh pair of eyes would be useful. But I don’t want you diverted on to what may well be a straightforward case. Just keep an eye on Sims, and get Becky to make sure he has everything covered. Sergeant Gray was one of ours, and we need to be sure there are no loopholes. This man has to go down for manslaughter at least.’
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Natalie had no memory of getting in the car and driving to Alison’s, but somehow she found herself sitting outside her friend’s lovely little cottage behind a skip full of rubble from the ongoing renovation and a white van that she guessed belonged to the builders.

Scarlett was huddled against the passenger door, as far away from her mother as she could get. She had been unable to pack for crying, and was still sobbing quietly. Natalie had been shaking so much that it had taken her a couple of traumatic hours to bundle together whatever they might need to get them through the next few weeks. Ed had stood quietly by, an expression of such devastation on his face that Natalie couldn’t bear to look at him. His silence made it all the more difficult to stay firm. She’d had to keep reminding herself of what she had seen and what she suspected.

She had left with the sound of Ed’s quiet words ringing in her ears.

‘Don’t go, Natalie. Please, darling. You’ve got nowhere to go. Where are you going to stay? Can I at least help you to find somewhere so I know you’re safe? I can make some calls for you.’

She had ignored him, but he was right about one thing. She hadn’t any idea where they were going to sleep.

There hadn’t been a chance to let Alison know they were coming, and as Natalie turned towards her daughter in an attempt to comfort her, she saw the unmistakable slender figure of her friend standing in the timber-framed porch of her cottage, arms folded, a frown of concern on her face.

‘Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get inside and we can talk,’ Natalie said to Scarlett, clearing her throat of unshed tears.

‘No.’ Scarlett’s tone was emphatic.

‘You can’t sit out here forever, love.’ She glanced out of the window and saw that Alison had left the porch and was walking towards them – she could see the top of her friend’s short auburn hair above the skip. She opened her door and wearily climbed out.

‘Nat? What are you doing here? You didn’t call me back earlier and I was getting worried. Are you okay?’ Alison asked, giving Natalie a tight hug.

She felt so insubstantial to Natalie, who instantly thought of Ed’s strong arms and broad chest. She tried to say, ‘I’ve left him,’ but couldn’t get the words out.

‘What’s up with Scarlett?’ Alison asked, bending down to peer through the car window. Dressed in tight emerald-green jeans and a white top, Alison looked even thinner than usual to Natalie, who had been worried for some time about her friend’s obsession with her weight.

‘She won’t come in,’ Natalie responded.

‘Why not give her a bit of space, then?’

Natalie hated to leave Scarlett right now, but the more pressure she put on her daughter to come inside, the more obstinate she would become. She made one last plea, but it fell on deaf ears, so Natalie reluctantly followed her friend into the cottage.

Alison lifted a curtain of plastic sheeting and opened the door to the one inhabitable room in the house, apologising for the mess and the buzz of a drill from upstairs. Natalie barely heard her as she headed to a chair by the window so she could keep an eye on her daughter while Alison clattered around in a makeshift kitchen area in the far corner of the room, muttering about dust from the building work.

Natalie hadn’t realised she was crying until tears splashed onto her clasped hands. She had tried so hard to hide how she was feeling for Scarlett’s sake, but now there was only Alison here, and nobody had seen her cry more often over the years than her friend.

‘Hey,’ Alison said as she set down a cup of coffee next to Natalie’s chair. ‘What’s up, honey? Is it Ed?’

She pushed a tissue into Natalie’s hand, knelt down and pulled her into a hug.

‘I can’t tell you, Ali. Not even you. It’s too awful.’ She couldn’t hold herself together any longer, and Alison held her, rocking her slowly until the shuddering sobs subsided.

‘Remember when we were kids,’ Alison said softly. ‘We were probably about fourteen and we used to lie on the bed at your house and talk about men – well, boys then, I suppose. We said we were never going to let them mess us about. We were invincible.’

Natalie almost smiled through her tears. She and Alison had been inseparable, and like all kids they had thought the life they were leading would never change.

‘It was because those boys in year ten were horrible to us, wasn’t it?’ Natalie said.

‘Yes, to start with. But the more we talked about it, the more we convinced ourselves that it was always going to be you and me against the world.’

Natalie sniffed. Alison was right. She had always been a great planner and had mapped out their future together. Natalie had gone along with the dream, but neither of them had taken into account the charms of a young man called Bernie Gray, who had swept Natalie off her feet.

Alison pulled her a bit tighter. ‘What we said then still stands. I don’t know what Ed’s done, but you don’t need him. You’ve got Scarlett, and you’ve got me. You’re not alone.’

‘But I’ve got nowhere to go, Ali. I suppose I could go and stay with my parents, but Scarlett wouldn’t be too impressed.’

Natalie’s parents had retired to inland Spain, but their home was in the middle of nowhere, and on Scarlett’s last visit she had been bored rigid after the first two days. There would be an uproar if Scarlett thought she had to stay there for a month, and Natalie couldn’t possibly take that much time off work.

‘I’m going to have to look for a short-term let until I can get my house back from the tenants. I don’t have any other choice.’

Natalie wiped her cheeks with the soggy tissue. She had to get a hold on herself. Scarlett couldn’t see her like this, and she needed to check if her daughter was okay.

Alison’s eyes were filled with concern. ‘I wish I could put you up, Nat, but I can’t. And short-term places are usually expensive.’ She stood up and dusted her knees. ‘Look, you drink your coffee and I’ll go out to the studio and print you a list of letting agents. Are you going to be okay now?’

Natalie nodded and smiled her thanks, reaching out to squeeze Alison’s hand.

‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ Alison said as she disappeared towards the garden shed that she rather grandly referred to as her studio.

Natalie stood up and stared out of the window, worrying about Scarlett and jumping every time a car came down the lane, wondering if it could be Ed, following her to explain everything, coming to take them home.

She was relieved when Alison returned after five minutes with several sheets of paper. At least calling some agents would take her mind off everything.

‘Here’s the list. It’s a long one, so I’m sure you’ll find something. Is it okay if I disappear for a while? I’ve got a few things I need to do online, so I’ll leave you in peace. But give me a shout if you need anything, won’t you?’

Natalie took the papers from her friend and stared at the top sheet. What was she doing? How had she managed to get them in this mess? She really didn’t know, but it was her job to get them out of it, so with a sigh she began the laborious task of making the calls. It didn’t take her long to realise that nobody had any short-term lets in her price range, but she left her name and mobile number with all of them, just in case something affordable turned up.

She popped out twice to try to talk to Scarlett. The car was heating up in the midday sun, and it had to be horribly uncomfortable. She had finally persuaded her daughter to at least get out of the car, if not come into the cottage, when her mobile rang.

‘Mrs Gray?’ a voice said.

Natalie didn’t recognise the number, so said a hesitant, ‘Yes.’

‘Don’t panic – I’m not trying to sell you cheaper electricity or anything.’ The young-sounding man at the other end of the line laughed as if he had said something funny. ‘I understand you’re looking for somewhere to rent for about a month?’

‘How do you know that?’ Natalie asked, unable to hide her suspicions. She didn’t trust anyone right now.

‘Well, I got back from a viewing five minutes ago and there was a note on my desk to call you. My name’s Peter Green – from Sheppard’s estate agents. Are you still looking, or have you already found somewhere?’

Natalie forced herself to relax and confirmed that she was indeed looking for an apartment. She listened as he talked her through the details. Thank goodness it was something she could afford.

‘If you’re interested, the keys will be with the caretaker any time after six this evening,’ he said. ‘Check the place over, and if you like it you can leave your deposit cheque with him. If you don’t, no harm done.’

With a sigh of relief that they might have somewhere to go, she put her arm around her daughter’s stiff shoulders and steered her into Alison’s cottage.
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It was late by the time Natalie and Scarlett arrived in central Manchester, but still just about light enough to see where they were. They had spent the rest of the day at Alison’s. In spite of Scarlett finally agreeing to go into the cottage, each time Alison tried to engage her in conversation her responses had been monosyllabic, and Natalie hadn’t really wanted to chat either. She felt confused and miserable, and only the cheerful racket of the builders singing along loudly to every song on their radio had covered the awkward silences.

Alison had finally excused herself to seek refuge in her studio again and, exhausted by emotion, Scarlett had fallen asleep on the sofa. Natalie sat watching her for hours, her horror at what might have been happening to her beautiful girl under her own eyes hitting her afresh every few minutes. She hoped and prayed she had spotted the signs in time, but she couldn’t help feeling an aching sadness at what she had lost.

Scarlett had slept for a long time, and Natalie had only woken her when she realised how late it was.

But now they had arrived at their destination, and as her tyres crunched over the black cinders of an almost empty car park, Natalie gazed out at the narrow streets and dark red-brick buildings that surrounded this small patch of levelled wasteland. The hot sun earlier in the day had given way to thick, heavy cloud, and the sultry atmosphere didn’t offer a breath of air. The acrid stink of a combination of overused oil and pungent spices wafted through her open window from a nearby Indian restaurant, a sharp contrast to the cleaner air of the rural village they had so recently left behind.

‘Why are we here, Mum?’ Scarlett had refused to speak since they left Alison’s and had turned to stare out of the window, occasional sniffs letting Natalie know that she was crying again. Now, as they both looked out at a place they had never seen before, her unhappy voice was tinged with more than a little apprehension.

Natalie’s own hand was shaking as she reached out to turn the ignition off, so she returned her fingers to the steering wheel and gripped it tightly. Was she wrong about all this? Had she turned their lives upside down for nothing? Scarlett had been so happy at Ed’s. Then the dreadful thought hit Natalie that maybe she had never been the one that Ed had wanted in his home. What if it had been Scarlett all along?

She couldn’t think like that. She would not allow herself to believe the man she had known for so many years was that devious – Machiavellian, even.

But how well did she know him? Who was he really?

She turned towards Scarlett and did her best to put on a reassuring smile, but inside she felt as if a solid ball had settled somewhere in her chest, and it was difficult to breathe.

‘I know you don’t understand, Scarlett, but we had to leave. Ed and I had a row. I’ll talk to you about it properly later, but for now let’s get inside, shall we?’

‘Get inside where? I don’t know why we’re here, wherever here is. Why can’t we go home to Ed’s?’ There was a slight note of panic now in Scarlett’s voice, and Natalie needed to calm her down.

‘Listen, love, I know this is difficult for you, and if we could have gone back to our own house, we would have. But you know I’ve rented it out, and we couldn’t stay at Alison’s because she only has one bedroom while the cottage is being renovated.’

‘Well thank goodness for small mercies,’ Scarlett said, mimicking one of Natalie’s frequently used phrases.

‘What do you mean?’ Natalie asked.

Her daughter gave her one of those looks that meant Duh but didn’t actually say it.

Natalie didn’t understand what Scarlett’s problem was with Alison. She had been off with her for a while now and had been quite rude to her today. But knowing how upset Scarlett was, Natalie had said nothing.

‘Alison’s my best friend, and she loves you.’

‘Yeah, right.’

She looked at her daughter’s pinched mouth and wished she could make her understand how important Alison was to her. But now wasn’t the time for that conversation.

Natalie stared at the building facing them. It wasn’t what she had been expecting. All she had been told was that the available apartment was in a four-storey block and it had been empty for ages because the owner couldn’t be bothered with tenants. With the property market booming in Manchester, the flat had been bought as an investment.

It was an unusual building, and undoubtedly old. The entrance was through an arch supported on either side by brick pillars, through which she could see a long narrow courtyard with apartments on three sides.

‘Come on, grab your bag. Let’s go and explore.’

Natalie earned herself another scathing look from her daughter. She couldn’t really expect anything else, given the events of the day. Scarlett must be bewildered by it all. Her confidence had diminished after Bernie’s death, and more than anything she needed security. But the nauseating thought that Ed might have been grooming her wouldn’t go away.

Bernie had told her how clever sexual predators could be – that they targeted people who were emotionally vulnerable – and there was no doubt in Natalie’s mind that Scarlett missed her father’s love. Would that make her more likely to trust someone like Ed, who was so attentive, so affectionate, so keen to fill the huge gap left by her dad? And he was always buying her things; wasn’t that another sign?

Scarlett wouldn’t be able to see the danger she was in, and Natalie was sure that no amount of reasoning would make her see Ed as anything other than a man she had grown to rely on.

A horrific thought struck her. Had Ed changed his shifts so that he could be alone with Scarlett during the day when Natalie was at work?

She couldn’t bear the thought of what could have happened, and right now her priority was to make sure Scarlett was safe. Somehow she had to help her through the next few weeks, so she forced herself to smile and jumped out of the car with a degree of enthusiasm that wouldn’t have fooled anyone.

‘If we don’t like the apartment we’ll go and stay in a hotel for tonight. Okay? I haven’t committed us to this, but let’s be positive and take our bags to save us traipsing back here later if it looks all right.’

Dragging their suitcases from the boot, she passed one to Scarlett and tried to give her daughter’s rigid body a quick hug. Maybe she felt a slight easing of her shoulders, but she couldn’t be sure.

Locking the car door and double-checking it, they picked up their cases and made their way across the cinders towards the archway. As they passed beneath it, Natalie could see two steel staircases, one to the right and one to the left. Above the right-hand flight was a metal replica of the main arch and a sign: NORTH WING. Predictably, the one to the left said SOUTH WING.

‘The keys are with the caretaker. His office is in the south wing, but I think the apartment’s in the north. Do you want to wait here and keep an eye on the bags?’

‘Okay,’ Scarlett mumbled, staring at the ground and showing no interest in her surroundings.

*

Scarlett watched as her mum made her way up the stairs, her feet clanging on the metal treads. She didn’t want to be here, but she didn’t know how to persuade her mum to take them home – back to Ed’s.

She still didn’t understand why her mum had been so angry, but somehow Scarlett felt certain it was her fault. Maybe she shouldn’t have told Ed how much she missed her dad.

Through the deepening gloom, she looked around her at the place that she was probably going to be forced to call home. The courtyard could have been pretty, but there were no plants, and grey paving slabs covered the whole area. There were lights on in some of the windows, but not many, and it didn’t seem at all welcoming to Scarlett.

She heard the sound of footsteps again and looked up at the staircase. Her mum was coming down with a tall black guy.

‘Scarlett,’ she said, ‘this is Mr Solaja. He’s the caretaker.’

‘Hello,’ he said to Scarlett with a beaming smile. ‘Call me Cliff – everyone does. Let me take that heavy case, and I’ll show you both to your apartment.’

As they walked up the stairs to the north wing, Cliff tried to carry on a conversation, but it was hard to hear him over the clatter of feet on metal. He seemed to be talking about the history of the building but Scarlett gave up trying to catch what he was saying.

‘Okay,’ he said, stopping outside a door. ‘There’s a bell for your apartment here, and you can buzz people through.’ He typed a code into a keypad, pulled open the door and followed them into a lobby. ‘Here’s the lift. You’re up on the second floor.’

‘Sorry, Cliff,’ her mum said. ‘When we were coming up the stairs you said something about the previous tenants, but I couldn’t quite hear you.’

Cliff shrugged. ‘It was nothing important. I was just saying that the apartment was originally owned by a woman who was a bit batty. The problem was, she was obsessed with the past, and it made her a tad fanciful. She was the type, you know? A bit eccentric – into the power of crystal healing, that kind of thing, lots of floaty skirts and beads. Anyway, she heard voices. She was convinced the apartment was haunted.’

Cliff gave a loud bark of laughter and shook his head.

Scarlett saw her mum give her a quick glance to see if the haunted bit was worrying her, but she refused to meet her eyes. What if there really were ghosts? What if she saw them?

‘What made her think that?’ her mum asked.

Cliff had obviously picked up on her concern, and he gave Scarlett a worried look. ‘I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it. I’m sorry.’

Scarlett felt tiny pinpricks on the back of her neck, and she wasn’t sure if they were caused by excitement or fear.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ she said, waving the arm that wasn’t carrying a bag blithely in the air. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts. I wish I did sometimes.’

*

Natalie should have guessed that the apartment would be miles from the lift, and, although Cliff had kindly volunteered to carry the heaviest of their cases, she had been left with the bag with a dodgy handle, which was cutting into the flesh of her hand.

Her anger at Ed had been burning fiercely enough to keep her going, but the emotion was fading fast and now she just felt exhausted. She had given him the opportunity to explain what she had seen on his laptop, but he had been either unable or unwilling to justify himself. All he had said was, ‘You don’t understand, Nat. It’s not what you think.’

She had asked if it was work-related; if she went to his boss and asked him about it, would he back Ed up and confirm that it was an investigation? Ed had hung his head and said no.

So what was she supposed to think? The images she had seen were of young girls – Scarlett’s age and younger – either naked or wearing something intentionally provocative. How could she leave her daughter alone with him in the house? Her decision to leave had to have been the right one.

Natalie was conscious that Cliff was talking to her, and she hadn’t heard a word. ‘I’m sorry, Cliff. My mind was elsewhere. What were you saying?’

‘I was explaining about the lights along here. At this end of the building there are apartments on both sides of the hall, so no windows.’

As he spoke they reached a left-hand turn. Ahead of them lay a dark passage with doors on either side and Natalie stopped, seeing only shadows in the faint light from the corridor behind her. She didn’t want to go down there.

Cliff carried on walking, talking to her over his shoulder.

‘As you move on down, the lights come on automatically, and a few minutes later they go out again.’

True to his word, a series of overhead lamps flickered for a second, and then a harsh white light brutally illuminated the bare grey walls of the corridor ahead. Natalie hurried to catch up.

‘On your right here is the emergency exit,’ Cliff said. ‘The door to the street’s alarmed so don’t open it unless there’s a fire, because the whole building will have to be evacuated.’

The corridor ended abruptly at an unadorned wall, and Cliff indicated the far door on the right. Apartment 216N.

‘Here we go,’ he said, dropping the suitcase and pulling a key from his pocket. ‘This is as far as we go in the north wing. The wall here separates the two wings of the building.’

Scarlett didn’t seem to be at all interested, and frankly all Natalie wanted to do was get inside, check the place over and have some time to think.

‘The apartments in the other wing are different to these. The original plan was to make the whole building into a luxury living experience,’ Cliff said, speaking the final three words as if he was quoting from a brochure. ‘They started in the south wing, but the units weren’t selling so they changed strategy and went for smaller apartments on this side – more suited to the single, young professional type. They put a wall between so they could put better lighting and flooring in the posh part.’

Natalie looked at the polished concrete floor of the corridor, the white glow of the automatic lights glaring off its shiny surface, and decided that whatever was on the other side, it couldn’t be less attractive than this. But it didn’t matter. It was only temporary.

*

Natalie stood in the open entrance to the apartment and looked at the place where she and Scarlett would probably be living for the next few weeks at least.

The door from the corridor led directly into the main room and she took a step forward, thinking that it could have been worse. She pushed open a door on the right to reveal a small bathroom, and on the left a kitchen area with pale wood-effect cupboards and a dark worktop looked clean and reasonably well equipped. She put her handbag down on the small breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the rest of the room and walked to the far end, past a long red sofa set against one wall and a flat-screen TV opposite. A single window that was too small to relieve the gloomy shadows of the room offered no view to speak of, and she realised that the red-brick buildings opposite would block out most of the natural light during the day.

As if reading her mind, Cliff switched on an overhead light that sat flush against the ceiling, resembling nothing so much as a dead jellyfish. Now the space seemed overly bright and Natalie made a mental note to invest in a lamp. The room was stuffy and she reached for the window catch, but it wouldn’t budge.

‘Does this window open?’ she asked.

‘It should do,' Cliff answered, ‘but there’s a ventilation system throughout the apartment too. While I try to get that window open for you, why don’t you take a look in the bedroom?’

Natalie had omitted to warn Scarlett that they would have to share a room and tried to ignore the indignant expression on her daughter’s face.

‘Let’s check out where we’re going to sleep, sweetheart. Bring your bag with you. And don’t look so cross. You can have the bed if you like and I’ll sleep on the sofa. Or we can share.’ Natalie smiled at her scowling daughter, who sighed but followed her.

The bedroom was about the same width as the sitting room with the bathroom eating into its length, but it had a double bed and a large wardrobe, and Natalie was sure they would be able to manage.

‘Scarlett, come here,’ she said, holding out her arms. ‘I’m so sorry this isn’t what you want. It’s not what I want either. But it’ll do for now, don’t you think?’ She nudged the door with her foot so that it was almost closed. She didn’t want to embarrass Cliff, but she couldn’t ignore her daughter at that moment. Scarlett’s eyes were full of tears.

‘Oh sweetheart, I really am sorry,’ Natalie said. ‘We can talk about it later, I promise. Let’s get the keys off Cliff, unpack, and then we’ll talk. Okay?’

‘Okay.’ Scarlett reached for Natalie’s arm. ‘I’m sorry too, Mum. If I’ve done something wrong, I’m really sorry.’

Natalie couldn’t quite stifle a moan at Scarlett’s words. She reached out and put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders, holding her away slightly so she could look into her eyes. ‘You have done nothing wrong. Absolutely nothing, I promise. You’ve been wonderful. Just bear with me a bit longer. Okay?’

Scarlett nodded, and Natalie pulled her into a fierce hug before turning back towards the door. She appreciated Cliff’s help, but she couldn’t wait for him to be gone.

As they walked out of the bedroom, he was by the breakfast bar, but he wasn’t looking at Natalie; he was staring at the ceiling with a puzzled frown on his face.

‘We’re going to take the apartment, Cliff.’ Natalie pulled an envelope holding the deposit cheque out of her bag, but it was as if he hadn’t heard her.

‘Cliff?’ she said. ‘Is everything all right?’

He turned towards her, his brow slightly furrowed. ‘Sorry. Yes, everything’s fine. I need to go, I’m afraid. Here are your keys. Let me know if you need anything.’

‘Thanks for your help,’ Natalie said.

But she was talking to an empty doorway. Cliff had gone.
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They had eaten cheese on toast for their evening meal, which Scarlett was quite happy about but her mum kept apologising as if it was the most important thing in the world. It was the only food they had, though, and Scarlett kept telling her it was fine. They had called in at a small supermarket on their way, and had whizzed around randomly shoving things in a basket. Who cared about food right now anyway?

They ate their meal at the breakfast bar, Scarlett giving one-word responses to any non-confrontational topics that her mum tried to introduce, the screaming match of some couple in a television soap covering the long silences. She couldn’t understand why they were avoiding the only subject that really mattered. She was beginning to feel sick, her stomach in knots, wondering what her mum was going to say.

Finally, they sat down together on the sofa.

‘I need to talk to you, sweetheart.’

Scarlett obligingly switched off the television, dreading the next few minutes but keen to get it over with, if only to relieve the unbearable tension in the room.

She listened as her mum tried to explain that sometimes men like younger girls, and that those feelings were inappropriate. As if she didn’t know that. But she knew what her mum was getting at and she was horrified.

‘Are you talking about Ed?’ Scarlett said, shaking her head. ‘You are totally and completely wrong about him. How could you even think that?’

‘Look, sweetheart, you know all about grooming. We’ve talked about it before. People getting themselves into positions of trust within the family, buying presents…and let’s face it, Ed’s always buying things for you.’

‘He’s being kind to me. What is wrong with you?’

Scarlett jumped up from the sofa, tears streaming down her cheeks. She wanted to get as far away from her mum as possible. Surely this wasn’t about Ed hugging her when she was crying? There had to be more to it than that, but it was all her mum would say.

‘Since your dad died, I know you’ve been keeping from me how sad you are. Ed told me you cry a lot when I’m not around because you don’t want to upset me. But I’d much rather you shared it with me. I miss him too, you know. Your dad was a part of my life for as long as I can remember, and we were so happy together.’

‘Were you, Mum? Are you sure about that?’ Scarlett regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. She saw the shock on her mum’s face and looked away.

‘Of course I am. What on earth do you mean?’

Scarlett dropped her head and she spoke quietly. ‘Before he died, for a few months you seemed different together. That’s all.’

‘All marriages have their ups and downs, Scarlett. Your dad was working hard – out all hours, doing lots of overtime. And he’d just joined the gym too. Do you remember, he was a bit obsessed with that so-called spare tyre of his that we teased him about? He was worn out. Things would have got back to normal, I’m sure. We still loved each other.’

Scarlett kept her head bent and said nothing, wiping her damp cheeks with the back of her hand.

‘Look, there’s nobody more important to me than you, and if there was the slightest chance that someone might hurt you I’d kill him myself. So I need you to tell me something, and tell me the absolute truth. Whatever you say, I won’t be angry with you. I can guarantee that.’ Her mum paused and took a deep breath. ‘Has Ed ever touched you in any way that you knew was wrong, even if it appeared to be by accident? Has he ever suggested anything that’s worried you or made you feel uneasy?’

Scarlett lifted her tear-streaked face, no longer able to control the sobs that had been building in her chest.

‘You have a horrible mind, Mum. And don’t talk to me as if I’m ten years old. I know you mean has he asked me to have sex with him, and of course he bloody hasn’t. That’s disgusting, and I think you’re vile to even think it. Ed made me feel safe.’ Scarlett turned away, her voice cracking as she spoke. ‘Ed said at some point I’d stop blaming myself for making Dad walk my puppy because I was too idle to get up early to do it myself. He made me feel life was worth living, even though I’d lost my dad and it was my fault.’

‘Oh Scarlett, nobody thinks it was your fault, sweetheart. Absolutely nobody at all.’

‘Well I do. And nothing’s going to change that. Maybe I’m the one who should have died.’

*

Cliff Solaja trudged along the dark side streets with two carrier bags of shopping. He had left it too late for the local shops and had had to slog all the way to the late-night supermarket. It had seemed a good idea to stock up while he was out, but as the handles of the plastic carriers seemed in danger of breaking under the weight of the couple of bottles of beer he had added to his already overladen bags, he had to hike them up and put one in each arm.

His mind wasn’t really on his shopping. He was puzzled. He had to understand if something was going on right under his nose, and had carried out his investigations as quietly as he could. He had found nothing. But still he wasn’t sure if he was missing the obvious. His every instinct told him that things were not as they should be.

The best thing was for him to get back to his room and write down everything he knew or suspected – to see if he could make sense of it all – so he decided to take the short cut back. He dodged down a narrow street with tall properties on either side, blocking out what little moonlight there was. A single yellow street light flickered, and the red-brick buildings that housed a plethora of small businesses during the day showed their blank black windows to the street.

The first he knew that someone was behind him was when he heard a stone skid across the pavement. There had been no sound of footsteps, and the thought that whoever was behind him was a skilled stalker flashed through his head as he spun round.

Hampered by his two shopping bags, still held tightly to his body, he had no time to drop them as he heard the sharp snap of an expandable baton clicking into place, and as his arms opened to let the bags fall, the first blow struck him above his left ear.

He crumpled heavily to the ground, vaguely aware of the smell of beer as his head hit the detritus of his shattered groceries.

‘This is what happens to those who can’t mind their own fucking business,’ a voice whispered close to his ear. ‘They die.’

His world went black as the blows rained down on his head.
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Sleep had eluded Natalie. Scarlett had refused to take the bed for herself or to share with her mum, saying she would rather sleep on the concrete floor in the corridor, and Natalie had lain awake for hours, hoping her daughter would relent and join her. She had to find a way of convincing Scarlett that her dad’s death was in no way her fault, and persuade her that the decision to move out of Ed’s house was the right one.

She had tried to comfort her – to help her to see things differently – but with little success. She didn’t know how she was going to put this right, and the situation wasn’t helped when she asked Scarlett not to tell Ed where they were living or let him visit her when Natalie was at work.

‘What do you think he’s going to do, Mum? Come here and molest me?’

‘No, but I don’t want him here when I’m out. So I’d prefer it if you didn’t call him, and I am going to ask him not to call you. For now.’

Scarlett’s trust in Ed was scaring Natalie. But if he was trying to insinuate himself into her life, at fifteen she couldn’t be expected to spot the early signs.

What if I’m wrong? Natalie had thought.

‘Are you going to tell him where we are, then, if I can’t?’

‘He doesn’t need to know. We’re only here for a month, and then—’

‘A month? What am I supposed to do while you’re out at work all day? I’ve been looking forward to school finishing for the summer, but I’m miles away from my friends – I don’t know anyone round here.’ Scarlett’s voice had risen to a shriek.

‘Invite them here, then. You can go shopping, maybe to a museum.’

At the suggestion of a museum, Scarlett’s face said it all. ‘What, every day? For a month?’

The conversation hadn’t improved, and finally Natalie had said it would be best if they both went to bed and slept on it. They could talk about it again in the morning.

Scarlett had insisted on taking the sofa. ‘Leave me alone, Mum. You have no idea how it feels to be me. No idea how much better I was, and how totally crap I feel right now. Just go away.’

Natalie had known that they would both be crying in private. She desperately wanted to make things better for her daughter, but she had no idea how.

As she got into bed, her phone rang. Her whole body jolted. Could it be Ed? Was he going to tell her something that would make everything right? Did she want to speak to him?

She was tempted not to answer, but when she pulled the phone from her bag and looked at the screen she saw it was Megan, who was bound to have spoken to Ed by now. Natalie could picture her pacing up and down her kitchen, one hand holding the phone to her ear, the other fluffing up her curly mop of black hair, waiting to tell Natalie what she thought of her. She was going to have to speak to her some time, so with a slight feeling of dread she answered the call.

Megan didn’t bother with the pleasantries. ‘What’s going on, Natalie? Ed’s in bits.’

Natalie didn’t want to tell her what she suspected. Megan was Ed’s friend, but she was also a police officer and might feel she had to report it, and Natalie wasn’t prepared to tar Ed with that particular brush quite yet.

‘What’s he said to you?’ Natalie asked.

‘Bugger all, as you might expect. He’s trying to hide how he feels, as always, but he’s not fooled me. Of course, he would never say a single derogatory word about you, so you’re going to have to tell me.’

‘We had a row, that’s all. I found him searching through Bernie’s stuff when he thought I was out.’

There was a momentary silence at the other end of the phone, followed by one word: ‘What?’

‘I know. I was shocked too.’

‘No, I meant what – as in, you left him because of that?’

Natalie felt slightly ridiculous but couldn’t think of anything more to say. ‘There was other stuff too, but it’s all a bit personal.’

‘Look Nat, I feel for you. Losing Bernie must have been hell, and I can only imagine the hole he’s left in your life. God knows the hole in my own life is big enough, so I genuinely can’t think how you must feel. But if you really are splitting up with Ed, I hope you’ve got a better reason than that. Ed plays his cards close to his chest – you know that. But he let you in, and I told him it was a hell of a risk.’

‘Did you?’ Natalie asked, genuinely surprised.

‘It was no criticism of you – I want you both to be happy – but don’t expect him to be Bernie.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Think about it. That’s all I ask.’

Natalie had ended the call soon after that, saying she had to go because Scarlett was calling her. She had lain in bed trying to work out what Megan meant about expecting Ed to be Bernie, and guessed she was alluding to the fact that Bernie was happy-go-lucky whereas Ed was more serious. But there had been another side to Bernie too. Some of the cases he worked on had really got to him.

Thoughts of her husband and the events of the past forty-eight hours stirred up a memory of an evening a year or so before Bernie died. He had been working on a sex trafficking case that had become a national scandal, and one evening when they’d had their closest friends round for dinner he had been unusually quiet. Someone – Ed, probably – had asked him what was the matter. Nobody ever expected Bernie to be anything other than the life and soul, but that night he had spoken seriously about how the case was affecting him.

‘It sickens me. Do any of you have any idea how much money people are making out of young kids these days? Not just the obvious stuff, like child prostitution, hideous as that is, but there are places on the Internet where you can buy all kinds of dodgy images of kids. It’s a three-billion-dollar business now, and growing.’

Natalie shivered, thinking of what she had seen on Ed’s computer that morning. Did he pick up on what Bernie had said? Was it that conversation that had piqued his interest? She didn’t know, but wondering about it, remembering Bernie and going over and over the last two days in her mind, kept Natalie awake long into the night.

Eventually she dropped off to sleep at about 3am, and when she woke she was horrified to find that it was after nine. Fortunately she had taken another day off work, thinking that she and Scarlett could spend the day together.

Natalie pushed the covers back and got out of bed slowly, her back aching from the hard mattress.

‘Scarlett, I’m so sorry, love. I overslept,’ she said as she opened the door to the sitting room. Her words were met with silence. She glanced at the bathroom door, standing open, the room beyond empty. As was the sofa.

All that remained in the room was a pile of discarded bedding.

Scarlett had gone.
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Becky felt that Tom had been giving her an easy ride since she had come back to work. He had briefed her and Keith about the hit-and-run involving a policeman in north Manchester, but her role was purely to keep a watching brief over Keith to make sure he was on the right track. Unless, of course, it wasn’t the open-and-shut case they were hoping for, which would mean she might have to become more involved. Other than that, she had spent her time reading up on the cases Tom’s team were working on.

She still hadn’t fixed up an evening drink with him and was nervous about mentioning it again. But it had to be done. The first chance she had, she was going to push it.

At that moment she looked up from her desk and saw the man himself walking towards her.

‘Got a minute, Becky?’

Relieved to be plucked away from the tedium of looking through files for cases that she wasn’t actually involved in, Becky stood up and followed him to his office.

‘Have a seat,’ he said as he pulled up his chair on the other side of the desk.

‘What’s up?’ Becky asked.

‘Nothing, as far as I know. I wanted to check how you’re feeling after a couple of days back. How are your energy levels? It must be a huge change from sitting around at home.’

‘I didn’t just sit around. As soon as I got the go-ahead I started going to the gym to build my strength up again. I’m fine. I wouldn’t have been cleared for duty if I wasn’t.’ There was no escaping the note of indignation in her voice.

Tom grinned at her. ‘Still spiky, then?’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘Okay, you feel fine. But I’m trusting you to tell me the minute you are not fine. Do we have a deal?’

‘Yes, of course. Anyway, Mark will be on the phone to you the minute I moan about being tired, don’t you worry.’

‘Still looking after you, is he? Good for him.’

‘Well it’s extremely irritating to be fussed over, if you must know. Speaking of my love life, though, what about yours?’ Becky asked, knowing she was pushing her luck.

‘Mind your own bloody business,’ he said mildly. ‘We’ve had this conversation before. It’s okay for me to ask you, but not okay for you to ask me.’

Becky tutted. Why did he have to be such a closed book? It seemed she was just going to have to go by instinct. She was certain he had nobody right now. If ever there was time to take a risk, this was it.

‘Do you remember we talked about getting together for a drink one night?’

Tom nodded, a slight look of bafflement on his face. ‘We did, but you didn’t tell me what you wanted to talk to me about.’

‘No, I didn’t, did I?’ Becky could feel herself blushing, but she wasn’t going to be drawn. ‘Would tonight be okay?’

Tom raised his eyebrows. ‘Urgent, is it?’

‘Not particularly, but I’d prefer it to be sooner rather than later. Is that okay?’

Before Tom could answer, his phone rang. Without taking his puzzled eyes off her, he picked it up.

She listened to Tom’s end of the brief conversation but wasn’t able to glean much from the odd word that he spoke. Then he hung up, closed his eyes and shook his head.

‘Get your things. You’re coming with me.’ He spoke quietly.

‘What is it?’

‘A young girl has apparently jumped from the roof of a block of flats due for demolition. The divisional DI is certain it’s suicide, but he’s secured the scene and thinks we should take a look to be on the safe side. Poor kid.’

Becky imagined those seconds of tumbling through the air – whatever the cause of the fall – and shivered.

‘Are you coming, or do I have to take Keith?’

Becky pushed her chair back. ‘I’ll get my bag.’

*

Tom hadn’t spoken much in the car on the way to the scene. It was only about twenty minutes from the office, but neither of them felt much like talking and Becky had left him to his thoughts.

The victim was a teenager. That was all they knew. Although the DI who was attending the scene felt sure she had jumped, she was just a kid, and Becky couldn’t decide whether she would prefer her to have jumped or to have been pushed. Which would be worse? She really didn’t know. All she knew was that it shouldn’t have happened and they owed it to this child to discover how and why she had died.

Becky pulled the car over to the side of the road behind the other emergency vehicles and saw Tom give her a puzzled look.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ she asked.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

She shrugged. She certainly felt okay. ‘Yes. Why?’

‘I wasn’t hanging on to my seat, like I usually am when you’re at the wheel.’

For a moment Becky thought he was joking. But given the situation that seemed highly unlikely.

‘I guess I’m more aware of my own mortality. Don’t worry – it’ll wear off.’ She gave him a half-smile, wishing they’d had this conversation under different circumstances when a little light-hearted banter would have felt more appropriate. But there were other things to think about right now, and the divisional DI was waiting to talk to them.

*

Tom didn’t have time to wonder about Becky’s slightly strange mood as he followed her towards the crime scene. He didn’t know the detective inspector assigned to the case, but a tall man in his mid forties with a slightly florid face was walking towards them, chewing gum with his mouth open, and Tom guessed this was their man.

‘DCI Tom Douglas, and this is DI Becky Robinson,’ Tom said, shaking the other man’s hand.

‘DI Dave Warner, sir. Thanks for coming.’

As soon as Tom and Becky had put on their protective suits and overshoes the detective led them towards the approach path and Becky gave their names to the crime scene manager. A tent had been erected over the body to protect it from the hot summer sun, which was already beating down.

Tom looked at the hard ground around the area where the girl had landed and felt acute sympathy for everybody who had seen her. It was a horrible death, and particularly difficult to deal with when the victim was so young.

‘Do you want to wait here, Becky?’ Tom said quietly.

She didn’t look up. ‘No, and stop treating me with kid gloves. I’m fine.’

Dave Warner lifted the flap of the tent. The girl was lying awkwardly, and it was clear from the obvious break just below her elbow that she had landed on one arm. Blood had pooled on the ground in front of her, as if perhaps a rib had punctured a vital organ, but what struck Tom the most was the age of the girl. She looked so young, so innocent.

Dave Warner spoke quietly. ‘She was found this morning very early, about six o’clock, by a man whose dog ran off from the track that runs over there.’ He pointed to some shrubby trees through which Tom could see a dirt path about eighty metres away. ‘The dog wouldn’t come back, so the man came to find him. He saw the body and called it in straight away.’

Tom looked at the ground. There had been a couple of dry weeks, but a brief summer storm during the night had created a thin layer of surface mud. Getting any evidence was going to be difficult because it was clear that the dog had been scrabbling around, and there were footprints, presumably from the man who found her, but no doubt DI Warner would confirm this later.

‘Did she have any identification on her?’ Becky asked.

‘Nothing at all. Do you want to go up top and see where we think she jumped from?’

Tom nodded. From the position of the body in relation to the building it looked as if she had just stepped off the edge. If she had taken a run at it her body would have been further away. He gazed up to the roof above. It was an eight-storey building and he estimated the height to be around thirty metres. People had jumped from that height before and survived, albeit with severe injuries, but if it was suicide – and he strongly suspected it was – the girl wouldn’t have thought of that. At her age she probably didn’t know how high she had to go.

Tom wanted to ask how the hell the girl had been able to get into the building, if it was due for demolition. In a perfect world it would have been well secured, but in this part of Manchester attempts to board up all entrances were probably a waste of effort, and by the look of things it had been derelict for a long time.

‘Has the whole building been searched for people living rough?’ Tom asked.

‘Yeah, every room. There’s lots of evidence that people have been here, but I guess they all scarpered – either when the girl fell, if they knew about it, or when the man found her. The dog was apparently barking as if his life depended on it, and the guy admits he screamed when he saw her. There are lots of ways out at the back – broken windows and the like – so I really don’t know whether anyone might have seen anything. We’re asking around.’ He shrugged, and Tom knew what he meant. The chances of getting anything sensible were remote.

DI Warner held out an arm as if inviting Tom to enter his home, and he and Becky made their way towards the board covering the main entrance which, with his other arm, the DI held to one side.

The smell inside was much as Tom had been expecting, and he glanced at Becky, who was wrinkling her nose in distaste. Whatever she said, she wasn’t as fit as she might be, and he was slightly concerned about the effort of walking up eight storeys, breathing in gulps of this fetid air.

‘Why don’t you wait outside, Becky?’ Tom saw DI Warner give him a puzzled look, but he wasn’t about to explain.

‘I’m fine,’ Becky said as she headed for the staircase, clearly exasperated.

Tom was quiet as he made his way up the stairs. How must this child have been feeling as she made her way up here? Hadn’t the smell alone been enough to put her off? She didn’t look much older than his daughter, Lucy, and some parent, who probably felt much as he did about his own child, was going to have their heart ripped to shreds by this.

But most of all he couldn’t imagine what had happened in this young girl’s life that was so bad she felt she had no choice but to take her own life.
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Natalie slowly replaced the receiver. She was running out of options and couldn’t think where Scarlett might have gone. She had tried all her daughter’s friends, in case she had caught the tram back home, but maybe she was still on her way and hadn’t arrived yet.

She had to hope that was the case.

There was one person she hadn’t tried. Ed. What if Scarlett had gone to him? In many ways his house was the most obvious place, but Natalie dreaded the thought of that conversation. After all the things she had said to him the day before, all the horrible accusations, she didn’t feel she had the right to ask for his help. He would come rushing over to offer his support, and if Scarlett came back and he was here in the apartment, it would make things so much more difficult.

Scarlett’s words from the night before kept tumbling through Natalie’s head. ‘Maybe I’m the one who should have died.’

She quickly selected a familiar number from her contacts, needing her best friend more than ever.

‘Ali, it’s me.’ She took a deep, shuddering breath and wasn’t sure she would be able to say the words. But there was no choice. ‘Scarlett’s missing.’

Natalie had managed to keep a hold on her emotions when talking to her daughter’s friends and their mothers, but talking to Alison she fell apart.

‘What do you mean, missing? Nat, talk to me. How long’s she been gone?’

‘I don’t know,’ she sobbed. ‘When I woke up, she wasn’t here. She was so upset, Ali, so hurt. She’s devastated that we’ve moved out of Ed’s, and she thinks it’s her fault that Bernie died. I tried to tell her it wasn’t, but I made such a mess of it.’

Alison was silent for a moment, and Natalie knew she was thinking. She taught girls of Scarlett’s age every day, and she understood them.

‘Has she taken anything with her? Her phone? No, forget I said that. Daft question. Did she take any clothes?’

‘No. They were all in the bedroom where I was sleeping. She chose to sleep on the sofa rather than share a bed with me. And before you ask, her phone’s switched off. It went straight to voicemail.’

‘What about money?’

‘Her purse has gone, but I don’t think she had much in it.’

‘Check yours.’

Natalie grabbed it from the worktop and pulled it open with trembling fingers. Alison was right. She couldn’t remember exactly how much cash she’d had in her purse, but at least forty pounds was missing.

‘Have you called Ed?’ Alison asked.

Natalie admitted she hadn’t. But there was no excuse now. Scarlett was the most important person, and she was going to have to get over herself and give him a ring.

‘Don’t you worry about it, Nat. Leave it with me. I’ll call him and let him know that he has to make Scarlett ring you immediately if she turns up there, but that he should stay at home and not come racing into town – in case she’s on her way to him right now. I’ll call you back.’ Alison rang off.

Natalie picked up the bedding from the jumbled pile that Scarlett had discarded that morning and absent-mindedly began folding it. There was an immense weight crushing her chest, threatening to choke her. Where was Scarlett?

The phone rang.

She dived for the coffee table to pick it up. ‘Hello,’ she said, her voice breathless.

‘Hi, Nat. I’ve spoken to Ed. He’s not seen Scarlett. He tried phoning her while I hung on, thinking that maybe she would take his call, even if she wouldn’t return yours. But the phone went to voicemail. He’s going to keep trying. I told him you might not want him to do that, but he said it was none of my bloody business and all he was concerned about was Scarlett.’

‘Oh God, that’s all I need – Ed being spiky with you. Right now, though, the only thing that matters is Scarlett. Where the hell is she, Ali?’

‘I don’t know, and please don’t worry about me and Ed. We’ll be fine. Not that it matters now you’re not together any more.’

In spite of her concern about Scarlett, Natalie felt a stab of pain at what she had lost, but Alison’s next words put all thoughts of anything but her daughter from her mind.

‘Ed thinks you should call the police, and I suspect he’s right. If Scarlett was so upset and she’s got some money with her, there’s no saying where she might have gone. You need to register the fact that she’s missing, because she may have been gone since you went to bed, hours ago. At least if there’s been an accident or anything, the police would have her details and know how to find you. Ed told me the best number to call. I’ll text it to you.’

Natalie lowered herself onto the sofa, lifted her knees and wrapped her arms around them, pulling them close to her chest, trying to hold herself together.

‘Bernie, I need you,’ she whispered, longing for her husband and the reassurance he had given her.

If she lost Scarlett, there would be nothing left for her.
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In spite of the heat from the sun there was a cool breeze on top of the building, and Becky stood to one side while Tom and Dave Warner discussed the fall. She wasn’t really listening, and the sound of their voices washed over her. The climb up those few flights of stairs had taken more out of her than she wanted to admit, but now that she was here she just wanted to think about the case.

The area where the girl had stood before jumping, or possibly before being pushed, had been marked and protected. The flat concrete of the roof was being examined for footprints, signs of a struggle or any evidence that may have been dropped either by the girl or anyone with her.

Becky blocked out the sound of voices and tried to put herself into the mindset of a girl who thought this was her way out of a life she no longer wanted to live. If DI Warner was right about it being suicide, what could have been so bad for this child? She looked to be about thirteen, but looks could be deceptive and Becky knew she could be a couple of years older or younger than that. When Becky was thirteen she had tried to look eighteen, and now she wondered why on earth she had done that. Why were people always driven to be something they were not, spending their early years wanting to look older and their later years striving to look younger? It was total madness.

She was standing about two metres from the edge, and took a step closer to the low wall that edged the flat roof. She ran through the alternative scenarios in her head. If the girl had been running, perhaps escaping from someone, it would have been easy to trip and fall to her death. She heard Tom saying that if she had been pushed she would probably be further away from the building, but she was a slight girl. Quite tall, but not heavy, so someone could have suspended her over the wall and then dropped her. Surely that would have produced the same result as jumping?

The experts would be able to tell, and she was going to have to wait to hear their verdict. All they could do for now was come up with theories, and Becky realised she was trying to find a reason for this child’s death that didn’t involve her jumping. The thought of how she must have been suffering to have believed this was her only way out was almost impossible to bear, and she tried to push from her mind the agony of those last seconds when the girl had known she was going to die. Earlier in the year Becky had nearly lost her own life, and she could vividly recall the moment when she was sure her life was over. If it hadn’t been for Mark and Tom, she too would now be dead.

‘Becky, we’re going back down now. Are you coming?’

Becky shook herself to bring her head back to the here and now and followed Tom towards the stairs.

‘Have you come to a conclusion?’ she asked the two men.

Tom looked at Dave Warner, offering him the chance to give his opinion between chews of his gum, and Becky looked away from the unpleasant sight of the inside of the man’s mouth.

‘Until we get more details from the pathologist and the forensics are finished, it’s hard to say. But there’s nothing to suggest that it was anything other than a suicide.’

At that moment DI Warner’s overweight sergeant came panting up the stairs. ‘Just got the word, boss,’ he said, gasping for air. ‘A girl’s been reported missing. Fifteen years old – that’s all we know for sure. It’s being followed up to get more details, to see if it’s her.’

Becky didn’t know whether to be relieved that they had a possible identification or not. All she knew for sure was that someone was going to be devastated by this news.

*

Given the circumstances surrounding the death of the girl, Tom was going to have to take over as senior investigating officer. DI Warner would be kept in the loop until it was established whether this was murder, accident or suicide, but it was Tom’s responsibility to inform the parents of the missing girl that a body matching their daughter’s description had been found.

Tom was dreading accompanying the parents to the mortuary. It had always been one of the worst aspects of his job, knowing that they would be praying the police had got it wrong – that it was some other poor girl. His understanding of their feelings had intensified since he had found himself in a similar position a few months ago when asked to identify the body of someone he cared deeply about.

Becky parked the car as close as she could to the girl’s home, and Tom took a moment to get his thoughts together and prepare himself for what he was about to do.

‘Do you want to sit this one out, Becky?’ he asked, hoping his voice conveyed his concern. He had been fully aware of Becky’s detachment when they were at the scene and knew that, as well as the physical symptoms she had suffered, she had been through the mill mentally too.

‘No. Do you?’ She turned to him with her mouth in a hard line and her chin raised determinedly.

He noticed her face flush slightly, as if she was aware of how inappropriate her response had been, but he let it pass.

‘Come on, then.’

They both got out of the car and closed the doors quietly. They didn’t speak as they made their way to the address that they had been given. Tom glanced at Becky again, but she didn’t look back. He could see the rigid line of her jaw and knew that, like him, she was holding herself as steady as she could, because the moment he pressed that bell, someone’s life was going to change forever.
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Natalie was pacing up and down the small sitting room, wondering when someone would have something to tell her. She kept looking at her phone, checking repeatedly that she hadn’t accidentally switched it to silent. So when the entry buzzer sounded she was taken by surprise.

For a moment she didn’t move, wondering who it could be. It rang again. Three impatient bursts, and she rushed towards the small screen.

Whoever had pressed the bell had their back to the camera, but she would have recognised the grainy image of that head anywhere. She pressed the entry button and flung open the door, waiting, praying that she was right.

Finally a tall slim figure appeared around the corner of the passageway backlit by the courtyard windows. The harsh white lighting sprung into action.

‘At last!’ Scarlett shouted as she walked along the corridor towards Natalie. ‘Were you still asleep? I thought you were never going to get up.’

She strode past her mum and dumped two carrier bags on the kitchen worktop.

‘I couldn’t find the key so I thought I’d better stay out until you were up – but still not dressed, it seems.’

Natalie had still said nothing and was staring at her daughter. Suddenly the tears began to flow. ‘Oh, thank God. Scarlett, where have you been? You scared the life out of me. I’ve phoned everybody I could think of to find out if they’d seen you.’

Scarlett’s brow furrowed.

‘Mum, what’s going on with you? I’m fifteen, not five. I woke up. You were asleep. I didn’t want to put the TV on and wake you so I went for a walk. Oh – and I took some money from your purse because I thought you might want breakfast. I hope that’s okay. I bought a few bits of other stuff too, seeing as how all we seem to have is a bit of cheese and a few slices of bread in the fridge.’

Natalie recognised this as a peace offering, and somehow she had managed to blow it. She walked across to where Scarlett was standing and wrapped her arms around her.

‘I’m sorry, sweetheart.’

She was relieved to feel her daughter’s arms returning the hug, but then Natalie’s phone rang. Not taking her eyes off Scarlett, who she wanted to carry on squeezing tight until the girl ran out of breath, she answered the phone.

It was the police.

‘I was about to call you,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry to have troubled you, but my daughter’s just this minute returned home. I’m really sorry. It’s just that we’d had a row, and I wasn’t sure what she might have done, and…’

She turned away from Scarlett’s horrified stare, but the policeman was kind and told her it was no trouble. She rang off and turned back towards Scarlett, whose mouth had dropped open as she listened to her mother.

‘You didn’t call the police, Mum? Really?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid I did. They were just ringing me back to check a few details before circulating your photo,’ Natalie said, a sheepish note in her voice. ‘And now I need to phone all your friends to let them know you’re safe.’

‘That is so embarrassing. Why did you have to do that? I’d have been back sooner, but I couldn’t remember the code for the main door and I forgot to take that card thing that Cliff gave us. So I had to go and find him, but that’s another story.’

‘What do you mean?’

Scarlett had started to unpack the odd assortment of groceries she had bought, but she stopped and looked at her mum, her face a picture of concern.

‘I rang Cliff’s bell, and this little tubby guy with greasy hair came to the door. I asked for Cliff and he told me that he’s in hospital. He was mugged last night. He’s in a bad way from what the man said, and if it hadn’t been for his particularly hard skull, he’d be dead apparently. He’s in a coma, Mum. Why would anyone do that?’

Natalie looked at her daughter’s innocent face, still so young in many ways and still struggling to understand why terrible things happen to good people.

‘I don’t know, love. How dreadful. He seemed such a nice man and was so helpful. Did the new bloke say what happened?’

‘Not really. His name’s Martin, and he wasn’t at all friendly. He refused to give me the code. Said he didn’t know me from Adam. That’s why I had to ring the bell to get in. I should have done that in the first place, but I didn’t know if you were still asleep.’

Natalie spared a thought for poor Cliff but couldn’t stop herself wondering if she had done a really stupid thing bringing her daughter to live – even temporarily – in central Manchester, where they knew nobody.

‘Scarlett, I don’t think you should go out on your own at odd times, sweetheart. We’re not living in a sleepy village here. All kinds of things can happen.’

Scarlett put a bottle of HP sauce on the counter rather more heavily than was entirely necessary, the friendly tone replaced by one of impatience at her overprotective mother.

‘It wasn’t an odd time, Mum. It was eight o’clock in the morning. And if you remember it was in that same sleepy village that my dad and puppy were knocked down and killed by some kids driving a stolen car.’

Natalie looked at her daughter’s eyes, shining brightly with unshed tears as she was once again reminded of that day.

Keeping anyone safe was never easy. All a mother could do was her best, and hope that everything she tried to teach her children helped them through the most difficult times in their lives. And Natalie prayed that after everything that had happened in Scarlett’s short life – losing her father and now the tangled mess with Ed – the road ahead for her daughter would be less troubled.
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The house that Tom and Becky were standing outside was the last in a cul-de-sac of identical semis that reminded Tom of the first home he had bought with his ex-wife, Kate, nearly twenty years ago. Flat-fronted, with a stretch of white-painted boards cladding the wall between the ground and first-floor windows, the houses had probably been built some time in the ’70s, and he knew exactly what the interior layout would be. He had been happy in that house, and Lucy had been brought up there for the first few years of her life.

Now, if their provisional identification of the girl proved to be accurate, he and Becky were about to break the worst news that any parent could ever receive, and he had a feeling that this house would never see true happiness again.

Their knock was answered by a woman who looked to be in her early forties, wearing a below-the-knee red cotton dress with white buttons up the front. Her hair was tied back loosely and her skin was free of make-up.

‘Good afternoon. We’re here to see Mr and Mrs Bale. My name is Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas, and this is—’

‘You’d better come in,’ the woman said, her voice abruptly cutting off his introduction. From her wide-eyed stare, it was clear that she had taken in the gravity of the situation. Nobody of his rank would turn up to take a missing-person report.

Tom resisted the temptation to glance at Becky, and stepped to one side to let his inspector go ahead of him into the house. As soon as he followed her over the threshold the door was closed behind him and the woman led the way into a through-lounge and dining room.

A man was seated on a brown leather sofa, his head bent and a large white handkerchief clasped in his hands.

‘Gregory, there are two police officers here to see us,’ the woman said, taking a seat next to her husband and indicating with her hand that Tom and Becky should take the remaining two chairs in a room overcrowded with heavy furniture that looked more comfortable than it was.

‘Is it Jennifer? Have you found her?’ Mr Bale seemed the far more concerned of the two, his wife clearly working hard to control any emotion she was feeling.

Tom introduced himself and Becky to Mr Bale, and this time managed to complete his sentence.

‘Mr and Mrs Bale, I am so sorry to tell you that a young girl matching Jennifer’s description has been found close to some disused flats a couple of miles from here. I’m afraid she fell from the roof and didn’t survive the fall.’

There was a gasp from Mr Bale.

Tom carried on, not wanting to prolong this. ‘From the description you gave of what your daughter Jennifer was wearing – cut-off dark blue jeans, a pink T-shirt with a pattern of white cats and no jewellery – and the photograph that you emailed, we believe there is a strong possibility that the girl we found is Jennifer, although of course we need a formal identification to be sure.’

Mr Bale raised his head, and Tom looked into the sallow cheeks and haunted eyes of the girl’s father. Whatever the cause of Jennifer’s death, this couple would have to cope with a world without their daughter, and their lives would never be the same.

‘Was it an accident, or did someone push her?’ Mrs Bale said, her voice clipped.

Tom knew that at some point Mrs Bale would inevitably have to give way to her grief, but for now she was holding herself together.

‘We’re not sure what happened yet, and of course we’re looking into every possibility. But as far as we can tell – and there’s a way to go before we can be certain – there was nobody else present.’

‘So it was an accident?’

‘Possibly. But at the moment we can’t find any reason why a young girl would have gone into a very unpleasant derelict block of flats and up onto the roof. Do you know why that might have happened? Or do you know of anything that was making your daughter unhappy at this time?’

The couple stared at him, their mouths slightly open. Then Mrs Bale looked at her husband briefly before turning back towards Tom and Becky, her eyes flashing and the anger rolling off her in waves.

‘I know what you’re getting at, but that is a truly wicked thing to suggest. If this poor child has taken her own life, it can’t be Jennifer. You should be ashamed of yourselves. Our daughter wouldn’t kill herself. It’s not possible. So you can forget that right now and start looking at what really happened. If you’re thinking of taking the easy way out, don’t.’ The final word was almost spat at Tom.

Becky leaned forward. ‘I understand how you feel, Mrs Bale. It must be very difficult to imagine that your child might have taken such a decision.’

Mr Bale looked at his wife as if waiting for her to respond. She didn’t glance his way, but spoke directly to Tom.

‘Our faith doesn’t allow it. Jennifer knows what something like this would do to our family, and how others would view us. It’s a sin to take your own life. Life is a sacred gift. Suicide is self-murder. She wouldn’t do it. I’m telling you, she didn’t kill herself.’ Her voice had become flat and unemotional, each word clipped as if her initial fury was spent, to be replaced with disgust at the mere suggestion.

Mr Bale had been watching his wife as she spoke, but now he sat back and looked at the wall above Tom’s head, unable to meet his eyes. His brow had furrowed, and Tom could see that he wasn’t going to be able to hold back his grief for much longer. They needed to arrange for this couple to formally identify the body, and then leave them to their mourning. But if they were going to investigate this death properly, Tom needed some information.

‘Would you mind talking to me about your daughter? Can you tell me about her friends, what she did in her spare time and so on?’

‘She was a good daughter,’ Mrs Bale said. ‘She knew what was expected of her.’

Tom had no idea what that meant. ‘Is there anything you can tell me about her that might help us to trace her movements – to discover why she was at the derelict flats? Did she have a boyfriend, do you know?’

Mrs Bale glanced at her husband with her head slightly to one side, as if giving a silent order to him to speak. He lifted his head and appeared to look at Tom, but he was still focusing on the wall behind his head.

‘She didn’t have a boyfriend. She’s not old enough. I haven’t given my permission, and I won’t for a few years.’

If Tom had ever seen an example of a human ventriloquist’s dummy, this was it. He looked at Mrs Bale. She was looking down, smoothing the red dress over her thighs as if satisfied with her husband’s response. He was certain they were going to get nothing useful out of these two while they were in the same room.

Becky had clearly picked up his silent message. ‘Could I make you both a cup of tea or coffee?’ she asked. ‘Mrs Bale, would you mind showing me where the kitchen is?’

Mr Bale quickly pushed himself up from the sofa before his wife could respond. ‘It’s all right, Linda. I’ll go.’

There was no doubt at all that Gregory Bale was only too glad to get out of the room, and Tom hoped Becky would be able to get some sense out of him, because he was sure he was going to get nothing at all from his wife.

*

The kitchen was much as Becky would have expected in a property of this age that hadn’t been brought up to date by demolishing walls, adding flat-roof extensions and fitting bi-folding doors. It was a small galley, with room for just one person to cook.

Mr Bale led the way in and turned to face her.

‘What would you like to drink?’ he asked, reaching for the kettle.

‘I’ll have coffee, if that’s okay. DCI Douglas will have the same, but I’m happy to make it. Please, Mr Bale, you don’t need to do this.’

Becky made a move towards the kettle, and Mr Bale banged it down on the draining board and pushed past her, moving quickly towards the door. For a moment Becky thought he was going to flee upstairs, but to her surprise he pushed the door closed and leaned against it, his palms pressing down on either side of his body as if to ward off an intruder.

‘You didn’t want a drink really, did you? And I don’t think you really needed someone to show you where the kitchen is – it wouldn’t have taken many of your detecting skills to find it.’

Becky looked at the man’s face, the last vestiges of self-control slipping, his voice breaking on the last syllable.

‘I’m so sorry, Mr Bale. I thought it might be useful to give the two of you a bit of space, that’s all. I quite understand if you want to go back to your wife.’

There was a trace of a smile for a fleeting second, but now the tears were flowing freely. Becky unravelled a handful of kitchen roll from its stainless-steel holder and passed it to Mr Bale. Knowing that nothing she could say or do would make this poor man feel any better, she busied herself with the coffee to give him some time.

‘I think Jen might have been seeing someone.’ Mr Bale spoke quietly.

Becky didn’t turn round, but carried on with her task, not wanting to interrupt the flow.

‘Don’t tell my wife. She has no idea, and she’d be furious. She wouldn’t forgive me for not telling her, and maybe she’d be right.’

‘It’s not that unusual for a girl of Jennifer’s age to be interested in boys, Mr Bale. But you said before that you hadn’t given your permission. I’m not sure I understand.’

Becky pushed a cup of coffee across the worktop to Mr Bale, who wiped his eyes and stuck the damp kitchen roll in his trouser pocket.

‘We believe that girls shouldn’t start dating until they are of marriageable age – and then they’re supposed to be serious relationships, not frivolous.’

‘So it’s a religious thing?’ Becky asked, trying not to show her surprise.

‘Yes, but God forgive me, I think it’s a mistake. Young girls have to kiss a lot of frogs before they find a prince. And it’s the same for boys. They know when they marry that the man is supposed to be the one in charge, but unless you’ve had a few relationships you don’t always realise what you’re getting yourself into.’

Mr Bale spoke the words quietly, as if this was something that was very close to his heart.

‘And your wife doesn’t agree?’

He shook his head. ‘I suspected Jen might have met someone, but I couldn’t ask her because then I would know. And if I knew, I would have had to tell my wife. She would have expected me to lay down the law and forbid her to see this boy. So it was better not to know, if that makes sense.’

Becky tried to ignore the thought that if Jennifer had been able to talk to either of her parents, none of this might have happened. It was too late for If only… and it wasn’t a helpful thought, much less one she should voice.

‘What do you know, or what have you guessed, about the boyfriend?’

Mr Bale hung his head. ‘I don’t really know anything. Jen had taken up swimming recently. She went with her friend Lauren. We don’t encourage competitive sport, but she said she wanted to swim for pleasure and there’s a pool that’s not too hard to get to from here – River View. She takes the tram and then a bus. On one of the nights she was supposed to be swimming I saw Lauren going into the chip shop – so obviously not at the pool with Jen. And although she always brought her costume home wet, it didn’t smell like a swimming pool, if you know what I mean. I know she might have rinsed it, but it’s a smell that lingers, isn’t it?’

‘Did you ask her about why she wasn’t with her friend?’

Mr Bale looked up and Becky saw a flush on his sallow cheeks. ‘No. Because like I said, I’d have known, wouldn’t I? I pretended I hadn’t seen Lauren, then I didn’t have to say anything to Linda.’

Just as Becky was about to ask more, there was a yell of anguish followed by the slam of a door upstairs, and Mr Bale’s head swivelled towards the door.

‘Oh no!’ He turned swiftly and wrenched the door open, setting off at a run for the stairs. ‘It’s okay,’ he shouted. ‘Daddy’s coming.’
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Tom and Becky were finally on their way back to the office. Tom had accompanied Mr Bale to the mortuary for the formal identification, his wife opting to remain at home with their son, and Becky had stayed with them. It hadn’t taken long, but Tom couldn’t get the image of Mr Bale’s wide-eyed look of horror from his head.

‘What did you make of the Bales’ reaction, Becky?’

He glanced sideways at her, noticing that she looked a bit pale too, but he didn’t dare ask her if she was okay again. He had taken over the driving, and she had given in much more readily than he would normally have expected, deluded as she was that she was an excellent driver.

‘What?’ she asked, looking as if he had just woken her from a dream. ‘Oh, sorry. It’s pretty clear that they don’t want to believe what’s happened, particularly Mrs Bale, and if Jennifer did kill herself they’re not going to find it easy to accept, are they?’

Tom blew out a long breath. ‘What did the dad have to say when you got him alone? He didn’t speak much to me on the way to the mortuary, and I can’t say I blame him.’

‘It was all a bit weird, really. He’s fairly sure that Jennifer had something going on with a boy, but it was better not to know.’

Becky filled Tom in with the rest of Mr Bale’s revelations and his suspicions about the days when Jennifer was supposed to be swimming.

‘I think his wife forces him to be far more strict than he believes is absolutely necessary, so he didn’t delve too deeply. From what I could gather,’ Becky said, ‘they believe in a patriarchal family – the father sets all the rules and everybody has to obey them.’

‘Wives, submit to your husbands in all things,’ Tom said in a fake pompous voice.

‘What? Where has that come from?’ Becky swung round to face him, laughing.

‘Don’t shoot the messenger. It’s from the Bible. It may not be those precise words, but that’s the gist of it. Ephesians, I think. So Mr Bale is supposed to make the rules that Mrs Bale and their family live by.’

Becky snorted. ‘Whereas in reality Mrs Bale tells him what the rules are, and he just passes them on. I now know what he meant when he said men don’t always realise what they’re getting themselves into.’

She gazed out of the window for a while, but being silent for long was not her forte.

‘Did you hear Jennifer’s little brother cry out from upstairs?’

‘I did, and Mrs Bale looked cross. She’s not the most empathetic of parents, is she? Did you get any explanation from her husband?’

Becky’s mirthless laugh indicated her thoughts very clearly. ‘He told me the child had been listening at the door and he’d run back upstairs sobbing, saying things like, “I should have helped her.” I asked if I could speak to him, but apparently that was one step too far. We need to follow it up, Tom. Maybe her kid brother was the only person she could confide in.’

For the rest of the short journey they made their plans for the next day, but there was nothing they could do right now and Tom couldn’t see anything to be gained by working late. It was Becky’s first crime scene since she had been back, and he could sense how much it had taken out of her.

‘I’ll drive you back and pick up my car, Becky, then let’s call it a day. Don’t want to be sending you back to the hospital just yet, do we?’

Becky didn’t respond for a few moments.

‘Are you still okay to meet up later, Tom?’ she asked, her voice unusually hesitant.

‘Of course. But do you want a chat now, as I’m driving and not clasping on to the sides of my seat for a change?’ He smiled.

‘Er…no. I’d rather stick to the plan. Meet up in Bar Roma at seven, if that’s all right with you.’

This was very unlike Becky, and Tom was puzzled. But if she wanted to talk, he certainly had nobody to rush home to.

‘I could stop somewhere,’ he said.

‘No, I’d rather drive my car home and get a taxi in. Would that be all right?’

Stranger and stranger, Tom thought.

‘Of course. It’s sounds like you’re planning a heavy evening.’

Becky grunted in response, and Tom had the horrible feeling that she was about to resign from the force. If so, that would be a huge loss, both personally and professionally.

‘I need to phone Lucy first, but seven o’clock should be fine,’ he said, thoughts of his daughter driving all other concerns from his mind. Day after day Tom witnessed the dangers inherent in growing up, and a flicker of fear for his daughter lurked permanently at the edge of his consciousness. Today’s tragedy had been one of the worst, and he needed to talk to Lucy, to make sure that she was safe and happy.

‘Give her my love,’ Becky said.

*

As soon as Tom had parked the car and walked across to his own, Becky jumped into the driving seat. She had the feeling she was going to need a bit of Dutch courage tonight, so far better to get a taxi.

She hoped and prayed that she had got everything right – the timing and Tom’s state of mind. She wondered how long it would take him to forgive her if she was completely wrong.

Her designated parking space at Mark’s apartment building was taken, as always, which drove her insane. She was tempted to bring some police notices to stick on the offending car, and at some point she would, but not tonight. She parked in a visitor’s spot and glanced up at the lighted window of their living room. Mark was home, but she couldn’t face him right now, so she walked to the end of the road where she could pick up a taxi on its way back to Piccadilly – the one advantage of living right on top of a noisy railway station.

She gave the driver the address of the bar where she had agreed to meet Tom and climbed into the back, going over and over in her mind the best way to play things.

Relax, she told herself. But what if she’d read Tom all wrong?

Tom was already at the bar when she arrived and raised his arm. She swallowed her anxiety and walked across the busy room to his side.

‘How’s Lucy?’ she asked.

He smiled, and the love for his daughter shone from his eyes.

‘She’s fine. A bit stroppy, according to her mum, but she said to say hi to you and asked if you’d been drinking any more river water.’

‘Oh, ha bloody ha.’ Lucy was a great kid, and Becky knew how much Tom missed seeing her every day.

‘What are you having?’ he asked, smiling down at her.

Becky looked at her boss, at the lines that creased his face when he smiled and the slightly messy dark blond hair that just touched his collar, and wondered what on earth she was doing.

‘Could I have a vodka and tonic, please – not too much tonic.’

Tom raised his eyebrows and his grin widened. ‘Like that, is it? Go and sit down – I’ll bring the drinks over.’

Becky chose a table in a noisy corner, aware that the more people were laughing and talking around her, the less likely they were to hear what she had to say.

Tom arrived all too quickly with the drinks and raised his glass in a silent toast. ‘It’s great to have you back, Becky, but don’t push yourself. You should take a leaf out of Leo’s book. She’s decided that life’s too short – as in her case it very nearly was. Yours too, for that matter. She makes sure she has time to relax and enjoy herself these days.’

Becky took a large gulp of her vodka. Had she got this completely wrong?

Tom hadn’t finished. ‘You should be at home resting, so what on earth is so important that it couldn’t wait?’

Becky took a second drink. ‘It’s personal, Tom, and I’m really concerned that I’m about to do something inappropriate.’

She paused and looked at his face. The smile was fading. She had to get on with it.

‘When I asked if you would be free for a drink, and you said you didn’t have any plans, I took that to mean that you’re not seeing anyone at the moment. But you just mentioned Leo. Are you back together?’

Tom was beginning to look wary.

‘Why would you want to know that?’ he asked. As always, he was being economical with information about his private life.

‘I got the impression that things were over between you. Was I wrong?’

Tom’s brow furrowed. ‘Becky, I don’t have to explain the ins and outs of my relationship with Leo to you or anyone else.’

Becky flapped the hand that wasn’t holding the glass to her lips, and noticed the vodka had nearly all gone.

‘No, no – it’s okay. I just wanted to be sure that you’re over her.’

Tom put his whisky glass down on the table and leaned back, as if recoiling from Becky.

I’m doing this all wrong, she thought. What if he’s seeing her again? It’s weeks since she told me they were done.

‘Look, Tom, it’s simple. I’m trying to work out if you’re available – whether you’d be interested in maybe exploring the possibility of a new relationship.’

Becky knew her boss well enough to recognise when he was trying to control his facial expression. After five seconds that seemed like an eternity Tom leaned forward and reached out a hand to pull one of Becky’s from the beer mat that she was currently tearing into small pieces.

‘Becky…’

One look at Tom’s face told her everything she needed to know. She pulled her hand away sharply and stood up.

‘I’m going to the loo.’

She pushed her way through a crowd of people and strode quickly to the Ladies. Finding an empty cubicle, she pushed the door closed behind her and leaned against it.

Well, she thought, I made a right cock of that.
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Tom needed another drink, but if he deserted their table now it would be taken in an instant as the bar filled up. A passing waiter carrying food to another table stopped by Tom’s side.

‘Will you be eating, sir?’ he asked.

‘Not just now, thanks. Maybe later,’ he said. ‘Is it possible to get another drink, though?’

The waiter seemed all too happy to help, and after he had deposited the food returned to take Tom’s order. He ordered doubles for both of them.

What could Becky be thinking? He had to prevent her from saying more. Surely she wasn’t going to proposition him? What about Mark?

He was going to have to deflect this somehow. Tom had never thought of himself as much of a catch, and his ex-wife certainly had no hesitation in detailing his weaknesses and flaws. But right now he had no idea how he was going to handle this when Becky came back.

He was staring into his newly delivered drink, turning the glass round and round, wondering what on earth he was going to say – and anyway, where the hell was Becky; she had been gone for about ten minutes – when he became conscious of a subtle, light fragrance that had nothing to do with food and realised someone was standing next to the table. He looked up.

‘Louisa,’ he said with a rush of pleasure. He hadn’t seen her since those dreadful days at the hospital when Becky had almost died. ‘What a lovely surprise.’

Tom stood up and was about to offer his hand to shake when she leaned towards him and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek.

‘Hi, Tom. Mind if I sit down?’

‘I’d be delighted.’ Tom glanced towards the door to the Ladies. At least with Louisa here Becky wouldn’t be able to dig herself any deeper into a hole. ‘What brings you here? Are you meeting someone?’

Louisa laughed. ‘I was certainly hoping so.’

Tom looked at her wide smile and wasn’t at all sure what she meant. She was dressed casually in jeans and a sleeveless vibrant blue top, and she looked so much more relaxed than when he had last seen her as she checked the various bits of machinery monitoring Becky’s breathing.

Louisa leaned forward, whispering confidentially. ‘I was hoping to bump into you, Tom.’

Tom sat back, and the pieces slowly fell into place. He grinned at Louisa. ‘Bloody Becky. She organised this, didn’t she?’

Louisa nodded, clearly amused at Tom’s obvious relief. ‘We were plotting when she was in hospital. The thing is, when you and I met I wasn’t myself. I was struggling with the fact that my friend Hayley had been so brutally murdered, and when I saw you with Leo I assumed you were together so I backed off. Then Becky told me that wasn’t the case and she had the idea that if you and I could meet by accident, I could gauge your response before doing what I always do – jump in with both feet. But I’m not that good at play-acting, so I might as well admit it. You’ve been set up, Tom.’

Louisa’s refreshing honesty made Tom smile.

‘I should have known she was up to something. I’m always economical with personal information, but she was more pushy than usual.’

Tom flushed when he thought about the conversation with Becky and his assumptions. He didn’t know who would be more embarrassed the next time they saw each other.

‘I thought Becky would be here,’ Louisa said, glancing around the room.

‘She disappeared into the Ladies about fifteen minutes ago.’

Louisa smiled and narrowed her eyes, as if examining Tom’s discomfort. ‘Right. I take it she was checking if the coast was clear, and maybe was a little vague about her intentions.’

‘I didn’t know what she was up to, if I’m honest. But I could see she was very uncomfortable.’

‘That’s because Mark doesn’t approve. He told her not to get involved in case it all went pear-shaped, so she hasn’t told him about tonight.’

Tom thought of Becky now, hiding in the one place where he couldn’t reach her. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if she’s sneaked out through the back door. Look, this place is getting quite busy. Do you fancy finding somewhere to eat where we don’t have to shout across the table?’

Louisa’s smile said it all. ‘What about Becky?’

‘Oh, I think Becky needs to torture herself for a bit longer, don’t you? When she finally emerges from hiding, she won’t know whether I got fed up waiting for her or you had arrived. I think I’ll let her stew for a while.’

‘That’s mean,’ Louisa said with a conspiratorial grin. ‘I owe her for this.’

‘I agree, but we can both be suitably grateful in about half an hour when we text her to say thank you.’

Leaving some cash on the table for his drink with Becky’s vodka glass weighing it down, Tom escorted Louisa from the bar. He knew exactly where he was going to take her.
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‘Scarlett, are you sure you’re going to be okay on your own today? I’d work from here, but I’ve got a client meeting this afternoon and I need to get the team together to prepare. I’m sorry, love – it’s going to be a bit boring for you.’ Natalie stood jangling her keys by the door.

Scarlett was stretched full length on the sofa, where she still insisted on sleeping, and it didn’t look as if she was planning on going anywhere soon. She gave Natalie a tight-lipped smile.

‘Just go, Mum. I’ll ring my friends and see if any of them can be bothered to come into town this week, but they’ve probably all got better things to do.’

‘I’ll leave you some money so you can treat them to lunch if you like. What about Gracie?’

‘Now I’m not around, she’ll probably be doing stuff with Debs and Jodie.’

Scarlett looked close to tears, and folded her arms to cover her face. Natalie knew how fragile friendships could be at her age, but she couldn’t have left her alone in that house every day, knowing that Ed was on nights and would be home too.

‘I know this isn’t great for you, sweetheart,’ – a muffled scoffing sound indicated what Scarlett thought of that idea – ‘but why not use this time to get ahead with your coursework for next year?’

Scarlett lifted her arms for a second and gave Natalie a look of disdain before putting them back again.

‘You’ve got a local history project to do next term, and if you get ahead you’ll have more free time when we’re back home. Why don’t you go to the library?’

Scarlett was quiet for a second, but dropped her arms and looked at Natalie. ‘If I get it done, does that mean I’ll be able to go on the school skiing trip?’

Natalie smiled at her daughter. ‘I did say that depends on where you’re up to with your coursework, that’s true. Let’s see how far you get before I make any promises. Have you got any ideas for a subject?’

Scarlett stared at the ceiling for a moment. ‘What about doing it on this place? Did I hear Cliff tell you it used to be a workhouse?’

‘I think so, yes. He was giving me the history of the place when we first arrived. I hope he didn’t scare you with his stories.’

Scarlett covered her eyes with her arms again. ‘If you think I’m worried about a few ghosts, you can forget that.’

Her words sounded slightly hollow to Natalie, who walked across the room and leaned down to kiss her daughter on the cheek. ‘You’re being a star. I’ll see you later.’

Natalie picked up her bag to leave. As she opened the door, Scarlett called out, ‘Mum, before you go, can I ask you something?’

‘Of course.’

‘Does Megan know where we are?’

Natalie waited a beat. ‘Yes. She does. Do you want to speak to her?’

‘She sent me a text to ask if I was okay, so I should call her really.’

Natalie felt a rush of love for her daughter. ‘That’s fine, but Megan doesn’t know the real reason why we left, and for now I need it to stay like that.’

‘Well I’m not likely to tell her, am I, because I don’t understand what’s going on in your head. Or at least I might know what, but I don’t know why it’s in your head.’ The relatively good humour of a moment ago was fading quickly.

‘It’s complicated, Scarlett, but all Megan knows is that things that aren’t quite as they should be.’

To Natalie’s surprise, Scarlett laughed. ‘Are they ever, Mum? Really? Are people who we think they are? As far as I can see, everybody has secrets, even the people we trust the most.’

Before Natalie could ask her what she meant, Scarlett leaped up from the sofa, disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door.

*

Scarlett heard her mum leave the apartment and knew she was alone. She leaned back against the cool bathroom tiles, wanting to stay locked in this safe space. Maybe the ghosts wouldn’t be able to get to her here.

She had lied when she said she wasn’t bothered by what Cliff had said. The truth was that she had hardly slept, holding her breath, listening to see if the voices would come.

She was sure they had. She had just dropped into a doze in the early hours when she thought she heard laughter echoing around her, high-pitched, giddy, but by the time she was fully awake the sound had faded to nothing. Had she really heard it? She wasn’t sure. Was it part of her dream? She didn’t know. Was she imagining it because of what Cliff had said?

All she knew was that each time she drifted into a light sleep the voices seemed to circle her, whispering in her ear as if they were trying to tell her something, and she didn’t know if they were real or if it was all in her mind.

Part of her wanted to hear them, because then she would know that ghosts really did exist, and maybe – if she was lucky – she would find a way to talk to her dad. But if her mum knew she was trying to find a way to talk to a ghost, she would probably want to move them again, or she might think Scarlett had finally lost it.

The previous morning Scarlett had gone to ask Cliff for more than just the key code: she had wanted him to tell her exactly what the other tenant had heard. She had stood at the top of the steps to the south wing for ages, trying to pluck up the courage to go in and talk to him. In the end a young guy in a tight black T-shirt and black jeans, a studded leather belt separating the two, had opened the door to come out. With his sunglasses and his dark stubble he looked like a rock star.

‘You coming in?’ he asked, his face expressionless.

Scarlett had felt self-conscious under his gaze, his eyes all but invisible behind the dark lenses. She muttered, ‘Thank you,’ and he held the door as she walked through. She had the feeling he was watching her, but hadn’t dared to turn round.

The heavy metal door clanged to behind her as she rang Cliff’s bell. The unfriendly man who answered told her Cliff wasn’t there, and she had been horrified to hear he had been mugged. And of course that meant there was nobody to ask about the ghosts.

Scarlett sighed, pushed herself off the bathroom wall and opened the door. The silence of the empty sitting room seemed heavy, so she picked up her phone from the worktop and hurried into the bedroom, closing the door behind her, grateful that the open window was allowing faint city noises to cut through the stillness.

She had to know if the ghosts were real, and there was only one person she could think of, apart from Ed, who might be honest with her. She selected one of the numbers stored in her phone.

‘Megan Jenkins.’ The slightly husky voice with its strong Welsh accent always brought a smile to Scarlett’s face. She loved Megan. There was something so reassuring about her honesty.

‘Megan, it’s Scarlett.’

‘Hi, kid. How are you doing? Did you get my text? I was glad to hear you’d turned up safely yesterday, although personally I was never in any doubt. I love your mum, but she does fuss, doesn’t she?’

Normally if people commented on her mum, Scarlett would leap to her defence, but she knew Megan wasn’t being mean.

‘She was being ridiculous. She thinks I’m a kid.’

Scarlett heard a chuckle from the other end of the phone. ‘Well, you are a kid, but you’re a big kid and you’re relatively sensible – for a teenager, at least. How are you liking Manchester?’

‘I’m not.’

‘No, that’s what I thought. I’m sorry your mum and Ed have fallen out. I never thought it was a great idea them moving in together, but they seemed certain enough.’

Scarlett wanted to tell Megan what had happened, but she had promised not to.

‘They had a horrible argument about something, and Mum decided we had to leave. It was awful. But why didn’t you think they should move in together?’

‘Oh, Ed and your dad are so different. I was worried that your mum would find it difficult to adjust. But that’s just me talking, and I’m a cynical bugger, as we all know. Anyway, it’s good to hear from you.’

Megan was the only person who never spoke to her as if she was a child, and suddenly Scarlett was worried that she would laugh at her for what she was about to say.

‘Can I ask you something?’ she asked. ‘In all your years in the police you must have come across some strange things.’

Megan laughed. ‘You can say that again.’

‘Have you ever come across anyone who claims to have seen, or heard, a ghost – and have you ever believed them?’

To Scarlett’s surprise, Megan didn’t scoff at the question. ‘Why are you asking?’

‘Some woman who lived in this apartment before us said she heard ghosts, and I wondered if that could be true – if people could really contact the dead?’

‘Okay, this is a tricky question. I’ve heard lots of very plausible people say that they’ve had experiences that can only be explained by some kind of spirit activity. Nothing like that has ever happened to me, and I find it very hard to believe in anything I haven’t seen myself. But, and this is a big but, as my old mum used to say, it’s only a couple of hundred years since electricity was discovered, and yet it’s always been there. So who knows what else is out there, just waiting to be unearthed, if that’s not an inappropriate choice of word. I would say you should keep an open mind.’

That wasn’t really the response Scarlett had been expecting, and she didn’t speak for a moment.

‘Scarlett, are you thinking of your dad? Because if you are, I don’t think it’s quite so simple as willing someone to talk to you.’

Scarlett swallowed the lump that had suddenly appeared in her throat. She so wished she could talk to her dad one more time, but she couldn’t admit that – not even to Megan.

‘Oh no. It’s not that. It’s to do with a history project I’m doing. Forget I asked.’

She didn’t want to tell Megan that she had lain awake all night, listening for the sounds that had driven the last tenant out of the apartment, and before Megan could ask her anything else, she changed the subject.

They chatted for a couple of minutes longer, Megan promising to come into Manchester to see Scarlett on her next day off, and then ended the call.

Scarlett had expected the incredibly practical and down-to-earth Megan to laugh at the idea of a ghost. That’s why she had chosen her as the person to ask. But she hadn’t laughed, and now Scarlett was more confused than ever. Surely if ghosts were able to talk to the living, her dad would find a way?

But if she believed in spirits, she also had to believe that the sounds in the flat were real too, and the thought terrified her.
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It was early when Tom arrived at police headquarters – ‘the office’ as he always referred to it. He was determined to beat Becky to it. He was going to wait and see how long it took her to come and find him, her tail between her legs. He grinned. What she had done last night had been inappropriate to say the least, but he was so very glad she had gone out on a limb for him.

He would have made her suffer in silence for a little longer last night, but Louisa had told him not to be cruel. They had been eating at a new Turkish restaurant that Tom had discovered recently, and while they demolished a plate of meze between them Louisa had texted her thanks to Becky.

‘Aren’t you going to tell her yourself that it’s all fine, Tom?’

Tom had feigned a look of mock indignation as he bit through crunchy pastry into the best muska boregi he had ever tasted.

‘No chance. She had me squirming with embarrassment in that bar, so I might wait a while. Let her think that I’m really mad at her, even if she knows you’re okay with it all.’

Louisa laughed. ‘Well, I’m not going to let her suffer. And I’m going to tell her you’re smiling. Mean, but smiling.’

She was right about the smile. He hadn’t stopped since he had looked up from staring into his Scotch and seen Louisa standing next to him. He had been relieved to find that she shared his enthusiasm for food too. She had eaten her fair share of the meze and ordered chicken sis with rice for her main course.

As she took another falafel from the remains of the platter sitting between them, she had commented on her appetite. ‘I’ve no doubt I’ll get fat,’ she said. ‘But at least I’ll enjoy the journey. All people talk about nowadays is the latest fad diet, and I do find it all a bit tedious.’

‘As a doctor, aren’t you supposed to tell your patients they need to be thin?’

She pulled a face. ‘I want them to be healthy and happy. Eating junk is a different thing altogether, and of course I’ve got plenty to say about that. But people are afraid of putting anything in their mouths other than a carrot stick. Oh, sorry – I forgot. Carrots have carbs in, don’t they?’ She paused to chew and swallow a mouthful of chickpeas. ‘And woe betide you if you eat a banana.’

Tom now sat in his office, remembering what a good night they had had. They seemed to have so much in common, and not just a love of eating good food. Tom had never been on a diet in his life. Cooking was one of his passions, and as he pondered when it might be appropriate to call Louisa and ask her out again, he decided he was going to offer to cook her one of his Indian feasts. That was always assuming she wanted to see him again.

His thoughts were interrupted by a double knock on the door, which was immediately thrust open. Becky stood in the doorway, her mouth in a thin line, her stance bordering on the belligerent. She was clutching a folder to her chest with both arms and clearly wasn’t planning on the meek, apologetic approach.

Tom raised his eyebrows.

‘How long are you going to make me suffer?’ she asked. ‘I need to know so that I can put a date in my diary for when things are going to return to normal.’

Tom couldn’t help laughing. ‘Hang on a minute. Aren’t I supposed to be the one that’s cross?’

‘Why would you be? I set you up with a gorgeous, intelligent woman.’

‘You did indeed. But there were a few tricky moments that I shudder to remember.’

Becky grinned. ‘Oh, you mean when you thought I was propositioning you?’

It was time to put an end to the banter before things got out of hand.

‘Let’s agree that what you did turned out well. Louisa is a very nice woman.’

‘Nice! Is that the best you can do?’

Tom agreed silently that it was a completely innocuous word and didn’t do Louisa justice, but it was all Becky was getting.

‘Just promise me you’ll never do anything like that again. Okay?’

‘Okay.’ Becky nodded and her posture relaxed. ‘I suppose you want me to make you a coffee now, don’t you?’

‘Peace offering,’ he said, holding up both hands, palms facing Becky. ‘I’ll make the coffee. How’s that?’ Tom pushed his chair back from the desk and made to stand up.

‘No, it’s fine,’ Becky said, dropping the file she was clasping onto Tom’s desk. ‘You need to read this. I am not so pissed off that I can’t make you a drink.’

She turned to leave. The file was labelled ‘Jennifer Bale’.

Tom opened the file and began to read. The photographs taken at the scene were there, and they weren’t easy to look at. It wasn’t a particularly high building, and although Jennifer probably hadn’t realised it, she could have survived. But the pool of blood around the body showed that the way she had fallen had damaged her beyond all hope of being saved. Included in the file was a preliminary report from the crime scene team. Their measurements were listed, and they had concluded that it seemed most likely – the most they could commit to at this stage – that she had jumped.

The pathologist’s report confirmed that death was caused by the fall, and there were no visible signs of a struggle. As Tom reached the penultimate page of the document, Becky pushed the door open and came in with two cups of coffee.

‘Have you finished?’ she asked as she put a cup down next to Tom’s right hand.

‘Nearly. Just as we expected, really.’

‘Until you get to the last page, that is.’

Tom glanced up quickly and then down again as he turned to the last page of the pathologist’s report.

‘Oh crap.’ Tom leaned back in his chair and raised his eyes to Becky’s. ‘I suppose we have the joy of telling the parents?’ It was a rhetorical question.

Becky’s frown indicated her agreement. The pathologist had concluded that Jennifer was sexually active, due to internal lacerations and bruising on her thighs.

‘In spite of the bruising there’s no conclusive evidence that she was forced. There are no defence wounds, and no sign that she was restrained. It seems likely it’s happened more than once as well. Some of the bruising is old, and some of the lacerations had apparently started to heal. I called the pathologist for his opinion, which he was happy to discuss, although obviously his report just states the facts.’

‘What did he have to say?’ Tom asked.

‘He said that Jennifer was quite a late developer, and if she was tense, nervous or not aroused, that could explain the lacerations, and the bruising could be down to a number of things – a very bony boyfriend, or perhaps he kept his clothes on and the bruising was caused by a belt. Or just very vigorous sex.’

‘Sadly she’s not here to answer those questions,’ Tom said.

‘There’s no semen present. They’ve taken the usual specimens, but the pathologist isn’t hopeful. He said she was “scrubbed clean”, and I can’t wipe the vision out of my head of this girl getting herself into a relationship that she didn’t know how to handle, knowing that her parents would have a complete fit if they found out, and then trying to scrub every bit of evidence from her body.’

‘So why go back for more?’

Becky shook her head.

Tom took a sip of his coffee. ‘It’s a bloody nuisance we’re right at the start of the school holidays. We need to hear what her friends have to say.’

‘The head teacher’s been informed and she’s on the case.’

‘Good,’ Tom said. ‘We need to find out if anyone knew what was happening to Jennifer, but I don’t like the feel of this one, Becky. I have a hunch it’s more sinister than just girl meets boy, somehow.’
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By early afternoon Scarlett had texted all her friends, trying to get them to come into town. A few had already gone on holiday, and others said was difficult to get to Manchester because they were reliant on parents to drive them to the tram stop, and they were out at work all day.

Scarlett felt like crying. She had been looking forward to this summer break for so long, and Ed had talked about maybe taking them away for a week if her mum was able to get the time off work. Now she was stuck in this cramped little flat when they could have been living in Ed’s roomy old house. Here she had no friends and nothing to do.

She sat back heavily on the sofa, her face in her hands, fingers pressed against her eyes in an effort to stop the tears spilling down her cheeks.

Beneath the self-pity, Scarlett felt some guilt about giving her mum such a hard time. She didn’t want to argue with her like she had with her dad on the very morning that he was killed.

Scarlett would never forget that morning. She’d had a sleepless night, worrying about what she knew – or thought she knew – about her dad. So when she heard him banging about as he tried to find the puppy’s lead, she had crept downstairs. It was before six and her mum was still fast asleep. She could remember every second of their brief conversation. He had been bending down to put the flashing collar on her lovely puppy, who was squirming with delight at the idea of going out, when he had sensed her behind him.

‘Morning, love,’ he said with a big smile. ‘You’re up early. I’m just taking this little one out for a stroll down the lane. Do you want to get dressed and come with me?’

Scarlett hadn’t answered, and she hadn’t smiled back at him. She was close to tears, and her voice shook.

‘I know what you’re doing, Dad. I know you’ve got a secret, and I know what it is. I need to tell you that I think you’re disgusting.’

Her dad had gone white, but he hadn’t asked her what she meant, so he must have known. ‘Scarlett, love, you don’t know anything. Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong. Trust me. Okay?’

She had scoffed at him, and when he walked across to her with his arms outstretched she backed away, the puppy still dancing around their legs.

‘Oh baby, please. Whatever you think you know, don’t say a word to your mum until I’ve had a chance to explain it to you. And I will, I promise. I’ll pick you up after school today and we’ll go to the burger place you like. You’ll understand then, really you will.’

‘Well if you don’t want Mum to know, I suggest you don’t leave your phone lying around. Pretty basic mistake, if you ask me.’

For a moment she thought she had seen a flash of relief on his face. But that couldn’t have been right.

‘I love you, Scarlett,’ he said, picking up the dog’s lead again. ‘Just remember that.’

‘That’s good, because right now I don’t even like you.’

And those were the last words she had ever spoken to her dad. All because of some stupid text message she had seen on his phone. She couldn’t even remember the words now. It had said something like, ‘It’s going to be hard, but it’s time to tell the truth’ and had ended with ‘I love you.’ She had no idea what truth he was supposed to tell, but she did know that someone else was in love with her dad, and that wasn’t right.

Scarlett didn’t know for sure who it was from because the number had been withheld, but she only had one suspect, although it could have been someone her dad had met through work or at the gym. She hoped more than anything that her mum would never find out that he had betrayed her. If only he had made it through that day so he could have explained it. If only she had told him how much she loved him. Because she did.

Scarlett felt one of her tearful attacks coming on. They were fairly infrequent now, but sometimes the guilt threatened to overwhelm her.

Remembering her parting shot to her mum that morning, Scarlett felt bad. Saying that everybody had secrets wasn’t clever – her mum had enough to worry about – but where were these weird ideas about Ed coming from? Yes, he was affectionate, but she had known him all her life and she thought of him as a kind-of uncle.

He had only made her uncomfortable a couple of times – once when he had come into the bathroom while she was having a shower. But it had been an accident, she was sure. And later that day he had fixed a lock on the bathroom door, saying he never thought to knock because he had been so used to living by himself. That made sense, didn’t it? And there was the time she had woken in the night to find him sitting on the side of her bed in his boxers, stroking her arm. He said she had been crying in her sleep and he hadn’t wanted to wake her mum because he knew how concerned she would be. Scarlett had never doubted it was the truth until now.

She sighed and got up from the sofa, opened a packet of Jaffa Cakes and pulled out three, biting into one as she sat down again. She was so bored.

With nothing better to do that morning, she had at least made a start on her history project. She had used her iPad to search online and discovered that an archive of records about the Manchester workhouses was held at the Central Library, so she had wandered along to check it out. The thing that bothered Scarlett most, from what she had read, was that when this place was a workhouse about half of the occupants were children, and they were often separated from their parents. The children lived in one part of the building, their parents another, so they didn’t live together as families.

Scarlett sat back on the sofa and tried to imagine what it must be like to be brought up without the love of even one parent. She couldn’t. She looked at her watch, wondering what time her mum would be back, but it was only one o’clock. With a sigh, she reached for the television remote and was about to click it when she heard something.

At first it was subtle, just a hint of sound, but it became clearer as she concentrated. She could hear the sound of laughter. This time she wasn’t sleeping. This time she knew it was real. And it was coming from inside the flat.
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As Tom and Becky entered the Grove High School, Tom breathed in. There was a smell that seemed unique to schools, although the modern ones – like this one – had a subtly different aroma to the older ones. There was a vague odour of concrete, and the proximity of the gym provided a whiff of teenage sweat. His own school had smelled of overcooked vegetables – particularly cabbage – and it had hit him every day as he walked through the door.

A thin colourless woman with a weak smile and short tightly permed hair walked towards them.

‘Good afternoon. I’m Mrs Tunstall, the head of the school. I’m sorry we have to be meeting under such unfortunate circumstances.’ She held out her hand for Tom to shake and merely gave Becky a cool nod.

Tom was surprised to find such an insipid-looking woman running a school like this, and he could only assume that she kept well out of the way of the students for most of the time. She looked as if they would eat her alive.

‘I didn’t know Jennifer personally. We have twelve hundred children here, and one can’t have knowledge of each and every individual, of course,’ Mrs Tunstall said, confirming Tom’s suspicions. ‘I’ve set two rooms aside – one for interviews with members of staff, and one where you can talk to those friends of Jennifer who have agreed to come forward.’

‘That’s fine, but we may very well need to speak to those who haven’t agreed to come forward too. Could we have a list, please, of those who are not present today?’

Becky’s voice was clipped, and Tom knew she wouldn’t have appreciated being treated as Tom’s insignificant subordinate by Mrs Tunstall.

‘Of course, if you think it necessary. We’ve sought parental permission across the board in her year group, to be on the safe side, but some have requested that their child be interviewed at home.’

Tom glanced at Becky and saw her eyes close for a fraction of a second, no doubt thinking how much extra time this would add to the investigation.

Mrs Tunstall indicated that they should follow her down a corridor lined with classrooms.

‘Jennifer wasn’t a member of any clubs or teams,’ she said. ‘Her parents wouldn’t allow it. From what other members of staff have said to me, she was quite isolated. It seems she was a quiet, obedient girl who didn’t necessarily shine, but neither did she often fail to present adequate work on time. Recently, that hasn’t been the case, though.’

‘In what way have things changed?’ Tom said, interested in anything that demonstrated a difference in behaviour.

‘It started with defiance, as if something inside her had been unleashed and she had developed a level of confidence that she had previously lacked. But the defiance faded after a short time and she appeared more distracted. She missed some days with no excuse, and more recently she has apparently been seen crying once or twice.’

‘Thanks for telling us. That’s useful to know,’ Tom said.

Mrs Tunstall stopped. ‘The rooms we’ve allocated for the interviews are just here.’ She opened the first door and turned to Tom. ‘There was another thing. Last week, just before we broke up, she was in a games lesson. Her parents don’t approve of competitive sport, so she and a couple of other girls were jogging around the perimeter of the playing fields. One minute Jennifer was there, the next she had run off. One of the girls said someone was standing by the fence, and he appeared to be watching her. Unfortunately nobody was close enough to give a good description. All they can say is that it was a man wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses.’

‘Did this man speak to Jennifer?’ Becky asked.

‘No, Inspector. By all accounts he just stood there, his arms by his side, watching. When she saw him staring at her, she ran off and he walked away.’

*

Before arriving at the school, Tom and Becky had agreed to split the interviews. Tom would talk to key members of staff and Becky would concentrate on friends and peers. She settled herself as best she could in a very uncomfortable chair and the first of Jennifer’s classmates was shown in.

As the afternoon wore on, it became clear that all the girls were saying more or less the same thing.

‘Jennifer didn’t really mix with us. She only had a few friends, and I wasn’t one of them. She had been acting weird recently. She’d always been really quiet, but she got quite cocky and lippy for a bit. It didn’t last long, though, and then – if anything – she became even more of a loner than before.’

Different words from each of them, but the same picture. There was a sense of nervous tension about some of them, as if being interviewed by the police was an exciting event – an occasion to boast about to their friends. Others demonstrated a touch of hysteria, as if somehow what had happened to Jennifer was contagious. Becky spent most of the afternoon reassuring the girls, but got very little information.

It was getting late, and she had almost given up on achieving anything useful when a small slim girl who only looked about twelve came in with her head bowed. Becky checked her list. This was Naeema, and she was showing signs of tears, though whether down to a fear of being interviewed or genuine sorrow for the death of a friend, Becky couldn’t tell initially.

‘Tell me how you knew Jennifer, Naeema.’

‘She was quiet and I’m quiet,’ the girl said, her voice so soft that Becky could barely hear her. ‘We couldn’t be friends outside school because of our different religions, but we spent time together when we were here.’

Naeema was wearing a hijab, and Becky realised that from a belief perspective she and Jennifer were a million miles apart. She cursed the impact of religion when it prevented girls like Naeema and Jennifer from enjoying each other’s company outside the classroom.

‘Naeema, some of the teachers have said that Jennifer had changed recently. Did you notice any difference?’

The girl’s head dropped, and Becky thought she was going to start crying again. Naeema began chewing her fingernail as if thinking what to say.

‘People used to make fun of me and Jennifer,’ she finally said. ‘We’re both skinny, and the boys used to mock us because we didn’t have any…’

She paused.

‘It’s okay, Naeema,’ Becky said. ‘I understand. Did that upset Jennifer?’

‘A bit, but she wasn’t supposed to date boys, and anyway the boys here are all idiots. But I think there was someone she met when she went swimming. She was so excited to think somebody was interested in her, but she wouldn’t say much about him. She wouldn’t even tell me his name.’

‘According to her father, Jennifer didn’t always go swimming when she told her parents she did. Is he right?’

Naeema’s eyes opened wide, as if she was a little scared at the thought that Jennifer’s secret was out.

‘She’d been going to the River View Pool with her friend – I think she’s called Lauren. I don’t know her. She goes to the academy on the other side of town.’

‘What happened?’

‘Jennifer met someone about the third or fourth time she went, and then I think she stopped going swimming. She went to meet him instead.’

‘What did she tell you about him?’ Becky asked.

‘She was really excited the first couple of times they met, and then she wouldn’t talk about him. She stopped hanging out with me and she became secretive. It was like she thought she was too good for me, you know?’

Becky felt for the girl. It was common for boyfriends to come between friends at this age and she didn’t really have any words of comfort to offer.

‘Do you know who he was, Naeema?’

‘No. I asked to start with if she would show me his photo, but she said he wouldn’t let her take any. She said he took lots of photos of her, though. She smiled when she said that, and I didn’t like it.’

Becky’s antennae were waving madly in the air, but she couldn’t push Naeema.

‘Did she show you any of the photos he’d taken of her?’

‘No, she said they were private, but…’ Naeema looked worried again, and Becky waited. ‘I think something went wrong. She started to get upset a lot. She hadn’t had much to do with me for a while, but I didn’t like to see her crying. I asked if it was because of him, and she nodded.’

Becky leaned towards Naeema, her hands clasped on her knees. She really wanted to give this poor child a hug but knew it would be inappropriate and might send her running out of the room.

‘It’s okay, Naeema. Anything you tell me now is only going to help.’

She lifted her head slightly and raised her eyes to look at Becky. ‘I told her to dump him.’

‘That sounds like good advice, if he was making her so unhappy.’

‘I thought so too. But Jennifer laughed. She told me I had no idea what I was talking about. There was no way she could dump him. Not ever.’

‘Did she tell you why?’

‘She said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Naeema. I belong to him now.”’
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‘DI Robinson, may I have a word, please?’

Back in the incident room, Becky was stopped in her tracks on the way to making a cup of tea. They had been provided with hot drinks throughout the afternoon at the school, but it had either been stewed tea or coffee like washing-up water, and right now she wanted a decent cup. She needed a bit of time to think through everything she had been told that day – especially by Naeema – and she had to check if the team had managed to track down Jennifer’s friend Lauren.

‘Give me five minutes, Keith, and I’ll be with you,’ she said to the efficient DS. ‘I’m going to make a cuppa. Do you want one?’

Keith looked mildly shocked at the idea of Becky making him a cup of tea. ‘No, ma’am, I’m fine. But I’m more than happy to make you one, if you’d like me to?’

‘No need. I’ll be straight back.’

Keith was working on the investigation into the death of Sergeant Bernard Gray, and Becky needed to switch her mind from the current investigation so she could focus on whatever Keith wanted. Making a cup of tea should give her space to organise her thoughts so she could concentrate on Keith’s rather pedantic style.

Mug in hand, she pulled up a chair next to his desk and plonked her tea down. Keith whipped open a drawer and pulled out a coaster to slip under her mug. Becky looked at all the ring marks on the surface, lifted her eyes to Keith and raised her eyebrows. He said nothing.

‘Right. How’s it going, Keith?’

He pursed his lips. ‘I’m not sure this case is going to be as straightforward as DCI Douglas seems to think. The young man whose DNA matches the whisky bottle found in the car that killed Sergeant Gray is Kieran O’Connor, and he’s adamant that he dumped the car a couple of days before Sergeant Gray was killed. He doesn’t deny stealing it, but he swears he didn’t keep it for any length of time.’

‘Well he’s bound to say that, isn’t he?’ Becky said.

‘I agree, ma’am, but I’ve looked into the history of car thefts in the area and I’m sure O’Connor’s responsible for at least some of them. He wasn’t much more than a boy then and he hadn’t passed his driving test. All the other cars stolen in the weeks leading up to this crime were dumped within four or five hours of being taken. Bernard Gray was killed three whole days after the car was stolen. Without anything other than the DNA – which doesn’t actually prove that he was driving – a good lawyer could probably get him off any charge other than the theft of the vehicle.’

Becky had to admit that it was unusual for joyriders to hang on to a car for that length of time.

‘So what do you suggest?’ she asked.

‘I’ve been in touch with the department initially tasked with the investigation of Sergeant Gray’s death. With the lead detective retiring and there being no evidence of any kind to help us identify the perpetrators, it hasn’t really had the focus that perhaps it deserves.’

Becky interpreted this as bugger-all progress had been made.

‘So, what are you looking at?’

Keith lifted some papers and banged their bottom edges on the desk, forcing them into a neat pile.

‘I thought I should start back at the beginning. I’ve not given up on O’Connor – at least until we determine whether he has any sort of alibi that stacks up – but I do think we need to give everything a second look. We’ve always believed this was just a joyrider incident, but if it turns out O’Connor’s telling the truth, we need to look at other options, including whether his death was intentional.’

Becky took a sip of her tea. If Bernie Gray had been murdered – and there was no other interpretation of intentional – then a whole eighteen months had been lost.

‘What lines of enquiry are you following, Keith?’

‘I’ve been through all the reports and I’ve made notes on anything significant.’ Keith indicated the stack of papers, and Becky couldn’t help thinking there must have been much more information than he first suggested. ‘Each sheet holds a separate idea, so as I rule things out, I can throw them away, leaving me with a progressively smaller pile of options to look into.’

That explained the size of the pile at least, even though it was a slightly unconventional approach.

‘If that works for you, Keith, that’s fine,’ she said.

‘The initial investigation couldn’t find any credible link between Sergeant Gray’s death and any of the cases he’d been working on, and as he wasn’t the lead in any of them there was no sensible reason for singling him out, as far as we can tell. So there was nothing to contradict the joyriding assumption.’

Becky hoped he wasn’t planning on rehashing every negative finding in the initial investigation before getting to anything that might move them forward.

‘They also looked into his home life, of course, and in some detail.’

Becky almost groaned. She wanted to hear about something new, something Keith might have unearthed that others had missed.

‘Sergeant Gray was married, happily by all accounts, to his childhood sweetheart. They had one child. Apparently they had hoped to have more, but that wasn’t possible because of a gynaecological problem with Mrs Gray.’ Keith selected the appropriate piece of paper. ‘The report says that she suffered from—’

‘Keith, it’s enough to know that she couldn’t have any more children. Unless whatever was wrong with her internal workings had anything to do with her husband’s death, I think we can probably skip the detail.’

Keith shuffled the page to the back, clearly not quite ready to discard it.

‘Gray had two particularly close friends, Edward Cooper and Megan Jenkins, both longterm colleagues in the police. Edward Cooper’s interesting. I checked out his address on Google and pulled up a picture of his house, as I do for each person involved in a crime. I find it a very useful resource.’

‘And…?’ Becky was keen to talk to Tom about today’s interviews, and this was taking a whole lot longer than it needed to.

Keith turned his stack of papers towards Becky, and the top one showed an image of a very solid-looking double-fronted stone house.

‘I thought this was a little over the top for a single policeman on his salary, so I’d very much like to look into his finances. He must earn the same as I do, roughly, and I’ve checked house prices in the area. This would have cost around seven hundred thousand pounds, I think.’

Becky raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, I have to agree it’s a big house for one man, but maybe he inherited some money, or won some. We can’t make any assumptions.’

‘Actually it’s not just one man now. It seems he has taken up with Natalie Gray, Bernard’s widow, and she and her daughter have moved in with him.’

Wondering whether Keith would elucidate ‘taken up with’, she held up her hand as he was about to move on to the next piece of paper.

‘Hang on a minute. You mean they’re a couple, right?’

‘Without actually asking either of them about their sleeping arrangements it’s rather difficult to verify. All I know is that she moved in with him, and I only know that because I wanted to talk to her and was informed that her address had changed.’

Becky sat forward eagerly. ‘Come on, Keith. What do you think you should be looking into if this O’Connor chap turns out to be innocent of this crime?’

Keith gave her a puzzled frown but didn’t respond.

‘Think about it. It’s eighteen months since your man died – just about long enough to be respectable before the wife takes a new lover. But what if the wife and the best friend were lovers before her husband died, and he was the only thing standing in the way of them being together? We need to find out everything we can about the two of them.’

She pushed her chair back, pleased that something potentially useful had come out of the conversation.

‘Keep the pressure on O’Connor, but you need to make sure nothing was missed in the first investigation, starting with Mrs Gray,’ she said over her shoulder as she walked out of the room.
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Becky had given Tom a brief update on Keith’s progress with the Bernard Gray case, but their attention right now had to be focused on finding out what had happened to Jennifer Bale.

Everything they had heard that day – from the pathologist’s report to Becky’s conversation with Naeema – suggested that Jennifer had been involved in an intense and difficult relationship with a boy. Or was it a man? Was the man who had been standing by the railings close to the games field relevant, or was he just a passer-by?

One thing they couldn’t ignore was the reaction of Jennifer’s brother and his belief that he could have helped her. They had left the Bale family in peace for the day, but they couldn’t overlook the child’s outburst.

‘I’ve got massive sympathy for Mr and Mrs Bale,’ Tom said. ‘However well they seem to be coping with this tragedy, they must be hiding a mountain of pain. But I’m not going to stand for them refusing to let us talk to the boy. What’s his name again?’

‘Archie.’

‘Right. Well I think we have good cause to insist that he talks to us. His sister is dead. We know she had a sexual relationship with someone, and that may or may not have contributed to her decision to take her own life, if that’s what she did. At seven years old it would be hard to argue that Archie is old enough to give his own consent to questioning, so we need to get Mrs Bale – and I’m sure she’s the stumbling block – to grant us permission.’

Becky sat and watched Tom spinning a pen in his hand as he thought it all through. He wasn’t looking at her. His head was somewhere else as he leaned back, reclining his chair as far as it would go without tipping over.

‘We could argue that the parents’ refusal to consent is suspicious and could indicate that something inappropriate has been happening in the family, their son being the only witness to it.’

‘Are you suggesting we get an emergency protection order so we can interview him?’ Becky asked.

Tom pulled himself upright and leaned over the desk, his pen now gripped between both hands.

‘No, but I’m suggesting that we tell them we’ll have no choice, if they won’t let us interview the child.’

In spite of the apparent tensions in the Bale family, neither teachers nor friends had suggested that Jennifer was unhappy at home. But experience told Becky that it was impossible to be certain. How often had the police spoken to grieving parents when a child was missing, only to find that either or both of them were involved in their son or daughter’s disappearance?

Becky’s mind jumped back to a case she and Tom had been involved in with a family whose daughter had been abducted and was missing for years. It turned out eventually that the father had been involved, although he had been a grief-stricken picture of innocence. And now Tom wanted to interview Jennifer’s brother, and they both knew how that request was likely to be received by his parents. But Tom was right. They couldn’t neglect the opportunity to speak to the boy because of concern over upsetting Mr and Mrs Bale.

‘Do you want me to deal with it?’ Becky asked.

Tom paused and looked at her. ‘No. I think I’ll do it, Becky. These are people who live by a very strict set of rules, and I suspect that – to them at least – the most senior officer should be the one to make the call. If they still refuse to play ball, I’ll get Philippa on to them.’

Becky winced. Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley was one scary lady, and Becky thought that even the recalcitrant Mrs Bale would probably shake in her shoes if Philippa called.

Tom picked up the phone and raised his eyebrows. ‘There’s no time like the present.’

He consulted the papers in front of him and dialled.

Becky heard a faint voice from the other end of the phone, and Tom scowled. He had got Mrs Bale then, and not her more understanding husband.

‘Mrs Bale, it’s Detective Chief Inspector Douglas.’

It was Becky’s turn to raise her eyebrows. He rarely used his full title, and almost always included the more informal ‘Tom’. He was clearly about to lay it on thick.

As Becky listened, he did exactly that. He managed somehow to convey his continued sympathy for the family’s loss with a firm and unyielding directive that he had every intention of interviewing Archie. Becky couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation clearly, but she could hear the high notes of agitation from Jennifer’s mother.

‘I agree it’s late in the day today, Mrs Bale, but DI Robinson and I would like to talk to Archie tomorrow morning. You can bring him here if you like, or we can talk to him at home.’

There were more sounds of distress from the other end of the phone, but Becky could see Tom’s mouth set in a firm line. He wasn’t going to be budged.

‘One final thing, Mrs Bale. We’d like to interview your son without either you or your husband present. If you’d like to bring along another responsible adult that Archie trusts, that would be fine – a grandparent, for example. Otherwise, we’ll request that social services provide someone appropriate.’

The raised voice became shouting, and Tom waited for a pause.

‘We need to be sure that Archie’s telling us everything he knows. There may be things he’s not comfortable saying in front of his parents, and in a case as sensitive as this when a young girl has lost her life, we have to be certain that we have every piece of evidence we can get.’

Becky watched Tom’s face harden even further.

‘Mrs Bale, whether your son is allowed to lie to his parents or not, according to your beliefs, is not an issue I’m prepared to explore. Feel free to discuss this with your husband and let me know whether you’ll bring him here or we’ll visit him in your home. Please get back to me within the hour.’

Tom put the phone down.

‘That wasn’t much fun,’ he said. ‘But I want to know what that child believes he knows about his sister. Because he seems to think he knows something.’

*

Tom hadn’t enjoyed the tussle with Mrs Bale. She might be cantankerous and opinionated, but she was a bereaved mother, and while it was bad enough to know that your much-loved daughter was dead, there was also the strong possibility that Mrs Bale was going to have to deal with the news that her daughter had indeed killed herself.

They were planning to talk to Archie in the morning and then have a meeting to discuss their next steps. There was nothing he could do to make this easier for the Bale family, but he wished there was. Whether or not Jennifer had taken her own life, every instinct was telling Tom that something bad had been happening to that girl and it needed to be investigated.

It had been a long day, and it had taken more time than anticipated that afternoon to talk to all the students and teachers. Tom had interviewed Jennifer’s form teacher from the last academic year, a woman he guessed was in her mid thirties. She was attractive in a hard-looking way, with short spiky hair topping a pair of wide blue eyes and a square chin. She had the straight shoulders and spare frame of a long-distance runner, but Tom had discovered that in addition to being Jennifer’s form tutor, she wasn’t a games teacher as he might have expected, but an art teacher.

‘Jennifer was physically a late developer, and I believe she was emotionally immature for her age too. Given the strict code by which she was forced to live, which gave her very little space for personal development, I would say she was ill prepared to cope with the pressures that teenagers have to live through.’

The teacher had shed a few tears, but Tom had sensed a lack of genuine grief. Maybe years spent in classrooms of teenagers inured some teachers to their pupils’ tragedies. Sadly, apart from this insight into Jennifer’s development, she’d had nothing of any use to add.

Tom and Becky had gone through the feedback from all the interviewees. The changes in Jennifer’s behaviour from quiet to cocky and back to subdued suggested something had been going on in the girl’s life, and the suspicion – and that’s all it was – that Jennifer had run off the games field because a man was watching was something to follow up.

They had tried to track down Lauren, the girl with whom Jennifer had gone swimming, only to find that she was on a day trip with her grandparents and wasn’t due back until late that night.

‘So, tomorrow we have Archie Bale and the swimming buddy to interview, and then we need to meet DI Warner to decide how we take this forward. Do we hand it back to him, or do we keep it? What’s your thinking, Becky?’

‘Naeema’s words when she quoted Jennifer made me shiver, if I’m honest. Jennifer said that she belonged to this boy – man – whatever he was. That sounds bad to me. Everything points to suicide, but if she really did feel she belonged to him, isn’t it just as likely that he took her to the top of that roof, held her over the edge and dropped her? Or at the very least, drove her to it.’

Tom knew Becky was trying to hang on to the case because, whether or not Jennifer had killed herself, if someone had been tormenting the girl it needed investigating thoroughly.

Becky shuffled in her seat. ‘Don’t look at me with that sneaky little smile, Tom. We don’t actually know that she wasn’t killed, and whether she was or wasn’t I want to get the bastard that took her life – whether figuratively or literally.’

‘I think we do know, from both the post-mortem and crime scene reports, but I’m not about to argue with your logic. We’ll hang on to the case for now, but there’s not much else we can be doing this evening, so get yourself home. You look like you didn’t sleep much last night.’ Tom struggled to control a grin.

‘Very funny. And whose fault was that? Mark was really cross with me, you know. He thought I could have ruined our working relationship and I shouldn’t have stuck my nose in.’

‘Good for Mark,’ Tom said.

‘You don’t mean that. I don’t believe for one second that you regret it. Anyway, when are you seeing the lovely Louisa again?’

‘Becky,’ Tom said, a warning note in his voice.

‘Okay, I’m going.’

As the door closed behind Becky, the smile dropped from Tom’s face. The truth was, he had sent Louisa a text to say how much he had enjoyed the previous evening and he hoped they could get together again soon. But that was several hours ago and she hadn’t responded. Maybe he’d got it all wrong, and her earlier interest had subsided after she’d had the pleasure of spending a single evening with him. He must have been a very disappointing dinner companion.
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I put my key quietly into the lock, and gently push the front door open, closing it just as softly behind me. I don’t want Shirley to know I’m back. I want to get to my room as quickly as I can so that I can hug the memories of today to me while they are still so fresh.

I should have known I would be heard.

‘Is that you, Kelsey?’ a warm, friendly voice calls.

‘Hi, Shirley,’ I say from the bottom step of the stairs. ‘I was just going to my room for a bit. Is that okay?’

The smiling face of my foster mother appears in the kitchen doorway, a tea towel in one hand, a mixing bowl in the other.

‘Of course, love. Whatever you like. But I’ve made a chocolate cake, so when you’re ready come down and tell me how it went at drama club today.’

With another smile she turns and goes back into the kitchen, humming a little tune.

Shirley and Mike are my new foster parents, and the best lot I’ve ever had. They’re not pushy like some of the others, expecting me to fit instantly into their way of doing things. ’Specially Shirley – she’s letting me have some space to get used to the family, and I hate myself for the lies I’m telling.

The trouble is that it won’t be long till I’m out on my own, with no family behind me. I’ll have to fend for myself, and I’m bloody terrified. There’s support available, but it’s not like having a mum and dad to fall back on. It’ll just be me, and if I can find a way of making a bit of money now, maybe getting a head start, I have to do it.

But it means I’ve got to lie.

I walk into my small, pretty bedroom and fling myself face down on the bed, my head resting on my folded arms. The truth is that I haven’t been to drama club. I haven’t been since the end of the Easter holidays, when I met the man who’s going to change my life. He was one of the volunteers at the centre, and even though he is so much older than us, all the girls fancied him and flirted with him. Except me. I was sure he wouldn’t look at me twice. I’m a bit of a short-arse and don’t seem to have grown out of what everybody tells me is puppy fat. So I kept my distance. The funny thing was, though, I thought he was watching me, and that made me feel even more awkward.

Then one day he came to sit next to me and asked if I was enjoying the rehearsals. I couldn’t quite look at him, and admitted I didn’t think I was good enough to be on the stage. I said I was happy helping with the props or something. He smiled kindly and said he thought I’d be great, and if he could help me, he would. He took my mobile number and sent me some lovely texts but told me not to tell the others because they’d be mean if they thought I was getting special treatment.

I knew what he meant. They’d be jealous, so I said nothing to anyone.

And then he seemed to disappear. He didn’t come to the group, he didn’t text me, and he ignored the texts I sent him. I was frantic. I thought he liked me, although I wasn’t daft enough to think that he fancied me. Not a good-looking guy like him.

The next rehearsal, there he was. He looked at me and gave me one of his secret smiles then texted me in front of everyone: Sorry I’ve been quiet. I’ve been away. Meet me after for a coffee? I’ve got something to ask you.

I went bright red and I know he noticed. It meant I’d be a bit late home, but I texted Shirley to ask if it would be okay. I said some of the others were staying behind to talk about props and I knew she wouldn’t mind. It was right at the start of the Easter holidays, and I’d still be home before it got dark.

I was so nervous. Getting through the rehearsal was really hard. I was given a part to read and stumbled over the words. I just wanted to get to the end of the session so I could meet him.

The café we went to was busy and friendly, and I wondered what everybody thought of a guy like him with a kid like me, but nobody gave us a second look. That was the day he told me he was a photographer for magazines and websites. He specialises in young teens, and he showed me some great pictures he’d taken. He told me there was good money in it for the models, and he’d been watching me, wondering if I’d be interested.

Bloody hell! I was stunned that he thought I might be good enough. For a minute he must have thought that my opened-mouthed silence meant I wasn’t keen, because he said, ‘It doesn’t matter. I can ask one of the others.’

I thought I’d missed my chance, but when I stammered out how much I wanted to do it, he said we should meet again the week after and talk about it some more. He said he didn’t want to rush me.

I couldn’t wait for the day to come. He swore me to secrecy, saying that if I told anyone, it wouldn’t happen. ‘I don’t want to get involved with all the paperwork until we know it works,’ he said. ‘And because you’re in care, there’d probably be lots of hoops to go through. So can it be our secret for now?’

Too bloody right!

*

The next week he told me more about what to expect and asked if I was still interested. I nodded, my mouth dry.

‘Okay, Kelsey, this is how it works. My studio’s private and I don’t like people knowing where it is. You might let it slip to someone and then I’ll have girls knocking on my door asking if they can be models. So we’ll agree a pick-up point, and a man will collect you and ask you to lie down on the back seat of the car so you can’t see where you’re going. Is that okay? I’ll let you in through a private entrance.’

I didn’t care what I had to do, as long as he still wanted me to model for him, and the first session was incredible. He was so kind to me. He showed me the outfits he wanted me to wear and then left me alone to change. I was a bit embarrassed at having to take all my clothes off, including my bra and knickers because the lines would show through the clothes, but he didn’t come back in until I told him I was ready.

I’ve been three times now, and each time has been better than the one before.

At the end of the first session he said, ‘Come here,’ and held out one arm. I went towards him, not sure what was going to happen. He rested his hand on my shoulder. ‘You were brilliant. You look so lovely in the photos. Is it okay if I give you a hug, just to say thanks?’

I nodded, even though I was scared, and he reached out his other arm and pulled me towards him. I could feel his hard chest pressing against me. I was shaking a little bit and I’m sure he could tell, but I put my arms around his waist and hugged him back. It was lovely.

When I went the second time I was a bit tense. I think it was because I was looking forward to the hug.

‘Kelsey,’ he said, ‘what’s up, darling?’

Nobody has ever called me darling before.

I was lying on the bed, trying to do a relaxed pose, but I couldn’t get it right. So he came and lay down beside me, stroking the hair away from my face.

‘Let’s get you nice and comfortable,’ he said softly.

He’s so kind to me and he makes me feel really special. It’s funny because sometimes when he looks at me, I think he fancies me. But that can’t be right. Who would fancy me? I still look like a kid and he’s just gorgeous.

Today was the best yet. I was wearing a short skirt and a loose top in bright colours. He said that today’s pictures had to be fun, and I had to look as if I was having the time of my life. When I didn’t get it quite right he threw me on the bed and started to tickle me. I laughed so much.

Then he leaped up off the bed to start firing off shots while I lay there giggling. I realised later that my skirt had ridden up quite a bit, but he won’t use any shots that aren’t right.

When we said goodbye he hugged me and lifted my chin with his fingers. He kissed me! It was gentle, but it was on the lips. Is it possible that he likes me?
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Scarlett couldn’t sit still. She had spent the afternoon on the sofa with the television volume as high as she could bear – anything to block out the sound of that laughter. But she had been restless – lying down, sitting up, legs under her, legs stretched out. She wondered what would happen if she turned the TV off. Would the laughter come back?

Periodically during the afternoon she had pressed the mute button with shaking fingers. She had to know if she could still hear anything. But there was nothing more than a silence made all the more eerie by the absence of the raucous shouts of encouragement from the host of a celebrity reality show she was watching.

Had she imagined it? Was she losing it?

She didn’t believe in ghosts. Never mind what Megan had said, she was certain that if spirits were able to haunt the living her dad would have come back to see her, to explain what he had been going to tell her and give her the chance to tell him how much she loved him.

She leaned back on the sofa, the television mute again, and took some deep breaths.

‘There’s no such thing as a ghost,’ she said out loud. She repeated this four or five times, and was in such a trance-like state that she nearly leaped off the sofa when she heard a key in the door.

She turned her head towards it, for a moment not sure who was going to walk through. She breathed out in relief as her mum pushed the door ajar, not realising she had been holding her breath.

‘Hi, Scarlett,’ her mum said cheerily, a bright smile not quite disguising her concern. ‘Have you been okay, cooped up in here all day? Have you had any visitors?’

Scarlett knew she meant Ed and stifled a tut of irritation.

‘No, Mum.’ She wasn’t going to say anything about the laughter. She must have imagined it, and her mum would think she was deranged and drag her off to a shrink or something. ‘I’m fine, and I’ve not been sitting here all day – I’ve been out.’ Scarlett jumped up. ‘But it would be great if we could go for a pizza or something, now you’ve finished work.’

‘Are you sure you’re okay, love?’ her mum asked, clearly sensing from the unusual burst of enthusiasm that something wasn’t quite right.

‘Yes, yes. Of course I am. But as we’re stuck in the middle of Manchester we might as well make the most of it.’

Scarlett sidled over to hover near the door. She couldn’t wait to get out of the apartment. What if the laughter came again when her mum was there and only Scarlett heard it? Then she would be really frightened.
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When Natalie woke up the next morning, she was pleased to see that Scarlett was still sleeping. Much to her surprise, her daughter had asked if she could share the double bed the previous night, and Natalie hoped this was a sign that their relationship was getting back to where it had been, although Scarlett had gone to sleep clinging to the very edge of the bed, her back towards her mother.

The evening before had been strange. Scarlett had been overly chirpy, as if she was trying hard to be normal, although in fact her behaviour was anything but. In Natalie’s mind excessive cheerfulness in her daughter usually meant that she was hiding something, but she had no idea what it might be. She had tried to delve gently under the surface of Scarlett’s unnatural exuberance, hoping she wasn’t lying about anything to do with Ed, but her daughter was giving nothing away.

Scarlett had tossed and turned in her sleep all night, and Natalie had seriously considered taking another day off work, or at least working from home. She couldn’t afford to lose her job – even with Bernie’s pension they needed her salary – but some things were more important, and there was one thing she had to do. The situation with Ed wasn’t going to fix itself, so she needed to find out, once and for all, if he could be trusted with her daughter.

She missed Ed – missed the feel of his skin against hers. For a man who was normally so self-contained, she had marvelled at how unrestrained he was in bed. Should she read anything into that?

She asked herself what she would have done if she had found the website in Bernie’s browser history and was unable to answer the question, principally because she didn’t believe it would ever have happened. Bernie wasn’t like that. She was sure of it. But if you had asked her a week ago she would have said that Ed wasn’t like that either.

Natalie had to know the truth. She decided to wait until the afternoon, then go to Ed’s house when he was out and look for evidence. She still had a key, and surely if he was interested in young girls she would find something to confirm that?

Scarlett was stirring beside her and, knowing she wasn’t going to get any answers by just lying there, Natalie quietly got out of bed and made her way to the shower.

*

For a few seconds Scarlett felt a ripple of panic run through her when she realised the bed next to her was empty. Had her mum already left for work? Was she alone in the flat? No. She could hear the sound of the shower. Thank goodness for that.

She rolled over onto her back. She had to get over this. She had to accept that reading about the terrible lives of the children who had lived and died in this building had affected her, and she had heard what she wanted – or expected – to hear. She also had to admit that however many times she had muted the television, there had been no more sounds of laughter.

‘There are no ghosts,’ she whispered to herself. ‘No ghosts. Get a grip.’

But it didn’t help. She was still scared. Maybe she should stay out of the flat today, until she had calmed down. She rolled out of bed and pulled back the thin curtain covering the window. Rain – heavy rain – was thundering down on the street below. There was nothing like a Manchester summer downpour to put you off going outside.

She was about to turn away from the window when she saw something. There was a man at the entrance to an alley just down the street from their window. He was standing still, holding an umbrella over his head, and he seemed to be staring at their building. There was something familiar about him, even though she couldn’t see his face. Could it be Ed?

Scarlett watched for a few minutes more. The man was still there, not moving, the heavy rain dripping off his umbrella and splashing onto the pavement around him.

She turned away from the window, dived back into the bed and pulled the covers up. If Ed was outside, what did it mean? If her mum saw him, she would go ballistic. Was he waiting for her, or for her mum to leave so he could come in?

Scarlett turned on her side and pulled her knees up to her chest. She would stay in bed all day, and if the intercom buzzed, she would ignore it. She had always trusted Ed, but she trusted her mum too, and maybe she was right.

Perhaps she would be safe in the bedroom. She didn’t want to go into the sitting room because of the ghosts. Maybe a child had died in there – a horrible death – so only that room was haunted.

Scarlett’s imagination was running riot. And all the while the image of the man in the street kept tempting her back to the window.

She forced herself not to look. She would stay right where she was for the whole day. If she got up now to make some toast while her mum was still here, she could bring it back to bed with her.

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the best she could manage.
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As Tom had expected, the Bale family chose to have Archie interviewed at home, and as he and Becky were shown into the living room, he wasn’t surprised to see that, despite everything he had said, the Bales hadn’t asked another adult to sit in on the interview.

‘We don’t need anyone else here. We don’t have secrets, and Archie knows that he can’t lie to us.’ Mrs Bale’s mouth was drawn in a thin line, and her attitude was precisely as Tom had anticipated.

Looking out through the front window of the Bales’ living room to the street beyond, he saw a dark red hatchback draw up. A young woman in smart dark trousers and a green top got out. Her blonde hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, and Tom knew that Mrs Bale was not going to be at all pleased to meet this new visitor.

‘The woman who is about to knock on your front door is from social services, Mrs Bale. As I explained to you yesterday when we spoke on the telephone, at the moment we are still investigating the circumstances surrounding Jennifer’s death…’ Before Tom could finish his sentence Mrs Bale opened her mouth to speak, but Tom carried on regardless. ‘I completely understand that you don’t want to believe that Jennifer took her own life, which is why we are looking into it in such detail. But we need to be sure Archie is telling us everything, and whatever you feel about it, he may not be comfortable doing that with you in the room. We would have preferred Archie to have the support of a close relative – other than his parents – but as there’s nobody else here I’m afraid we’re going to ask the lady from social services to sit in. I promise you, Mr and Mrs Bale, we’ll take very good care of Archie. I have a child myself, and I know how you must feel.’

Mr Bale had been staring at the floor throughout this exchange, but now he looked up.

‘I agree with Mr Douglas,’ he said, turning to his wife and ignoring the look of shock on her face. ‘Archie won’t say anything about Jennifer in front of us if he thinks we’ll disapprove. He’ll try to protect her, and I for one want to know what really happened. If she did kill herself,’ – Mr Bale held up his hand to silence his wife, who was about to interrupt – ‘and we have to accept that possibility, I want to know why. Go and wait in the kitchen, Linda. I’m going to get Archie and reassure him that whatever he says, he’s not going to be in any trouble.’

There was a look of confusion on Mrs Bale’s face, and Tom wondered if it was the first time her husband had stood up to her and assumed his patriarchal role.

The front doorbell rang. ‘Shall I get that?’ Becky asked.

‘Please.’ Mr Bale nodded at Becky as he escorted his wife into the kitchen.

Becky gave Tom a look that said, Bloody hell – that’s a turn-up.

*

Becky ushered Chrissie Lee into the sitting room and introduced her to Tom, who proceeded to give her a brief overview of the case, explaining why he didn’t want Archie to be interviewed in front of his parents.

‘My impression is that Mr and Mrs Bale are very controlling, Mrs Bale in particular, and I’m far from convinced that Archie will be capable of being honest in front of them.’

Chrissie nodded. ‘Okay. So my job is to keep quiet and make sure you’re not haranguing the poor kid, yes?’

Tom nodded and smiled. ‘He seems to think that something in all of this is his fault. We need to understand that.’

Before Tom could say more, the living-room door opened and a small skinny boy with a dark shiny mop of hair came in, his father following with one hand on his son’s shoulder. The boy’s eyes were puffy and red, and Becky wanted to pick him up and give him a cuddle. Like his sister, he appeared younger than his age: he didn’t look much more than five years old.

Mr Bale lifted his hand and gently stroked his son’s head. ‘All right, Archie. You tell these police officers anything at all that you want to, okay? Mummy and I won’t be cross with you or Jen, whatever you want to say.’ He went out, closing the door.

It seemed to Becky that the affection in this family came from Mr Bale and the discipline from his wife, but as long as the child was getting some love in his life that was something. Becky met lots of families in her job where love seemed to be in decidedly short supply.

Archie walked slowly across the room, his eyes flitting nervously between the three adults, who were smiling encouragingly at him. He sat on one of the armchairs, his stick-like legs dangling a few inches above the beige and brown flecked carpet, his hands tucked beneath his thighs.

Tom introduced each of them in turn.

‘Archie, you’re not in any trouble. Becky and I are police officers, but we’re here because we’re trying to find out what happened to Jennifer. We want to be sure that nobody hurt her or did anything that may have made her want to hurt herself. Is it okay if we ask you a few questions?’

Archie’s eyes were round with fear, so Tom did his best to put the child at ease by asking him questions that had simple answers about his age, his school, his friends. Slowly, the little boy relaxed slightly in the chair, the feet on the ends of his skinny legs starting to swing backwards and forwards a little instead of being held rigid.

‘Do you know many of Jennifer’s friends?’ Tom asked. Archie shook his head. ‘Did any of her friends come to the house?’ This time the shaking was slightly more vigorous, and Becky reflected that this wasn’t the sort of home to which a young girl would be comfortable to invite friends.

‘What about boys, Archie?’

Instantly the child’s legs froze, and his eyes shot to the door as if afraid that one of his parents was listening.

‘It’s okay, Archie,’ Becky said softly. ‘Your dad said you can say anything you like, and I’m sure he meant it. Did Jen tell you anything about a boy that she’d met?’

Becky had heard Mr Bale refer to his daughter as Jen, and thought maybe Archie might be more comfortable with that name.

‘She told me it was a secret,’ he whispered.

‘I know, sweetheart,’ Becky said, ‘but we need to understand everything about Jen’s life so we can find out what happened to her.’

‘It’s my fault,’ he whispered, his eyes growing huge as they filled with tears. As he spoke, they overflowed, dripping down his cheeks and off his chin. Becky pulled a tissue from her bag and leaned forward to wipe his little face. ‘She wanted me to go with her, and I said no. She wouldn’t have done it if I’d gone. I know she wouldn’t.’

He started to sob. Becky looked at Tom, and he shook his head. The poor child. Chrissie Lee got up from her seat and knelt on the floor by Archie, giving his shoulders a gentle squeeze.

‘It’s okay, Archie. It’s okay. Tell Tom and Becky what you know, love. Nobody’s cross with you.’

‘Mummy will be cross,’ he said through his sobs.

‘No, she won’t. I promise. What’s upset you so much, Archie?’

‘Jen met a boy but it was a secret. I wasn’t supposed to tell. He told her she was beautiful, and she liked that. But then I heard her crying in bed. She said he wasn’t making her happy any more.’

The three adults in the room waited, and Chrissie passed Archie a glass of water. He took two sips and passed it back to her.

‘The day before…’ He gulped and stared at his knees. ‘The day before – you know – she asked me to go with her to see him. She wanted me to bunk off.’

Archie looked up for a moment, his eyes wide with horror at the thought of doing something so naughty.

‘I wasn’t going to do that! I’d get in trouble. She kept saying, “Please, Archie – I’ll buy you a present.”’

Archie stopped. They waited to see if he had anything else to say, but he buried his head in his cupped hands and started sobbing again.

Tom signalled to Becky to ask the next question. Archie seemed a little more receptive to her.

‘Archie, can you remember what she said when she asked you to go with her?’

He nodded into his hands. ‘She said if I went, nothing would happen. But if I didn’t, she was as good as dead.’
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By the early afternoon Scarlett had convinced herself that it was safe to leave the bedroom and she crept hesitantly into the sitting room, listening carefully for any unexpected noises. There was nothing. She tried watching TV, but struggled to deal with the relentless jolliness of a variety of indistinguishable game show hosts and found it hard to sit still. She had to escape the confines of the stuffy apartment, and the only option seemed to be to brave the dreadful weather and go to the shops.

Before leaving she went to the window to check there was nobody standing in the alley. It was empty, so she put her coat on and decided to risk it. But as she ran down the metal staircase and out into the street she knew she would be looking over her shoulder every few minutes. She didn’t know why. She had never been scared of Ed before.

As she trudged through the wet streets to the local supermarket, she decided to surprise her mum by preparing something for their evening meal. Her mum was such a good cook, and when Scarlett was younger she had loved helping, standing on a stool so she could reach the worktop, wearing her own special pinny. They had both lost their passion for cooking since her dad had died, but Scarlett could remember a couple of simple dishes that they used to make with chicken, so she bought the ingredients.

By the time she got back she was soaked to the skin and couldn’t wait to dry off. Blinking in the fierce glare of the lights as they spluttered into action in the corridor, she could see what looked like a package leaning against their door. Someone must have delivered it while she was out, but how had they got into the building?

She stared at the package as if it were an unexploded bomb. It had her name in big black letters on the front, written in capitals with a marker pen. For some reason she found herself turning to see if anyone was watching. There was nobody.

She put her key in the lock and pushed open the door, bending to pick up the parcel with the tips of her fingers.

Dumping the bag of groceries on the worktop, she pulled the package open. Inside was a note and a smaller bag. She opened the note.


Dear Scarlett – I miss you!

I realised when you left in a hurry that you’d left this behind, and I thought while you’re living in Manchester you might need it if you’re looking for things to fill your days.

With love always, and a little treat from me,

Ed xx



Scarlett felt herself flush. Ed had been here – right outside their door. How did he know where they lived? How had he got in? Maybe it was him that morning, waiting until her mum had gone out. But she had left hours before Scarlett went to the shops.

She ripped open the bag, pushed her hand inside and pulled out a chocolate orange. Ed knew it was her favourite, and she could smell its deliciousness through the foil wrapper. There was something else in the bag too, and feeling the silky fabric with her fingers, she knew exactly what it was.

She took her phone out of her pocket, not knowing whether to call her mum or Ed. She finally made her choice and pressed Call.

‘Scarlett, how lovely to hear from you. Did you get my package?’

She didn’t answer. She just wanted to know one thing.

‘How do you know where we live, Ed? Mum’s going to go mad.’

‘I was thinking of you when I brought it, not your mum. I know you must be bored in town on your own. Look Scarlett, more than anything I want you both to come home. But if that can’t be, I still want to be sure that you’re safe and happy. And the little gift is just so you know how much I care.’

Scarlett didn’t know what to say, so she repeated her question.

‘I know where you live because I asked Megan,’ he answered. ‘She said she’s not playing silly games – as I knew she would – so she gave me your address. I rang one of the buzzers at the entrance and said I was a police officer and I needed to get in.’

She wanted to ask if he had been outside the apartment in the rain that morning, but it was better not to know. It would be another lie she had to tell. Or not. She really hadn’t decided.

‘I’d better go,’ she said. ‘I’m cooking dinner for Mum.’

‘Well done, darling. She’ll be delighted. Look, I know it’s a bit boring for you in town – that’s why I dropped off the package. Let me know if you want some company, won’t you? I’d love to see you.’

Scarlett didn’t know what to say, so she quickly ended the conversation. She picked up the bag and walked into the bedroom.

For a moment she sat on the end of the bed, grasping the bag in both hands, wondering what to do. With a sigh she pulled open a drawer and pushed the bag, with the chocolate orange and her favourite swimming costume still inside, right to the back where her mum wouldn’t see it.
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Natalie decided to drive past Ed’s house to check that he was out. The drive was empty and she sighed with relief. She drove round the corner and parked her car, concerned that if she left it in the drive somebody might see it and mention it to Ed.

She knew Ed was covering somebody’s nights this week, but she also remembered that he was due to go on a half-day training course this afternoon. His change of shift was unlikely to have persuaded him to cancel the course. He didn’t seem to need much sleep, and never suffered the way Bernie had when he switched between days and nights.

She walked up the path and inserted her key in the lock. Stepping into the silent house, she closed the door gently. It felt so strange to be back. Even on a wet, muggy day like today the house seemed welcoming, its thick walls maintaining a pleasant, cool atmosphere. She leaned back against the door for a moment, overcome by the memory of the day she had moved in, when the house had been overflowing with beautiful roses, their heady perfume filling the air. She had been so happy that day, and Scarlett had beamed at the effort Ed had gone to.

A fresh wave of sadness hit her. How had she got it so wrong?

Shaking herself out of her despondency, Natalie made for the stairs. She would start in Ed’s spare room. Not the room she had used for storing her things, but a room she had never been in, other than to poke her head round the door when Ed was showing her the house.

‘This is where I keep all the junk that I don’t use, or that doesn’t have anywhere sensible to live, and when it’s so full I can’t get through the door, I have a sort-out and then start filling it again,’ he had said with a smile.

He knew she never went in here, so if he had anything to hide this would be the place.

She started on the drawers, riffling quickly through layers of neatly folded clothes that he obviously didn’t wear any more. I’ll suggest he takes them to the charity shop, she thought, before remembering that she had no right to suggest anything now.

There was nothing of interest as far as she could see, so she made a start on the wardrobe. That didn’t seem to hold anything more exciting than old clothes either. She hadn’t realised what a hoarder he was.

She was about to give up when she noticed a strap hanging from the top of the wardrobe. She pulled a chair across and climbed onto it. Everything up there was covered in a fine layer of dust as if it hadn’t been touched for years. The only clean item was a small black case attached to the strap she had noticed. She pulled it towards her and climbed down from the chair.

She put the case on top of the chest of drawers and clicked open the catches. Inside was a camera. She didn’t know much about cameras, but this seemed to be quite a fancy one with a zoom lens and lots of dials and buttons, one of which was marked On/Off.

She switched it to On. All she had to do was figure out how to view the photos stored on the memory card, but the fear of what she might find made her hands damp, and she couldn’t find her way through the multiple options that the screen on the back of the camera offered. She was concentrating so hard that she only realised somebody had pulled onto the drive when she heard a car door slam.

‘Shit,’ she whispered.

It had to be Ed, back early from the course – or maybe he hadn’t gone. He couldn’t find her here. What excuse could she give? She tried to think, but her brain was like jelly, ideas bouncing around but not settling. If she had been in their bedroom she could have said she had come back for some clothes, but she had no excuse for being in here. The chances were that he wouldn’t come into this room, so perhaps she could wait until he went out again, although God knew when that might be.

She rushed across the room just as she heard his key go in the lock and silently closed the door, leaning against it, her breath coming in short gasps.

The front door slammed, and she heard heavy feet trudging up the stairs. She could feel the pulse in her neck beating. Ed’s tread was usually much softer than would be expected of a man of his size, but today it was slow and leaden, as if it was all too much effort.

She didn’t think he would hurt her if he found her, but she had already realised how little she knew about this man. If he thought she was a threat, who knew what he would do? Nobody knew she was there.

She couldn’t hear much through the closed door, but then there was a dull thud as if he had closed a drawer. Perhaps he was getting changed. That might mean he was going out again.

Footsteps sounded on the landing outside the door. Please don’t come in!

They carried on, and she heard feet on the stairs again. It was going to be okay. He was going down and she would just have to wait until she had a chance to escape.

And then a sound broke through the relative quiet. Natalie’s breath caught in her throat. It was the sound of a phone ringing. Her phone, and it was right there with her in the room.
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Scarlett still hadn’t decided whether to say anything about Ed’s parcel. It was thoughtful of him to come all the way into town for her, but she didn’t think for a moment that her mum would see it that way. Scarlett decided to make dinner and play it by ear. If her mum seemed calm, she would mention it.

She took the chicken breasts out of the bag and laid them in a dish, hearing her mother’s words in her head: ‘Always wash your hands after handling raw chicken.’ She smiled at the memory as she did as she had been taught, and then set about squeezing a lemon and crushing some garlic.

Her mind was so busy with thoughts of Ed that it was a moment before she registered what she had heard. A tinkle of laughter. It was as if there was a girl in the room with her.

Scarlett cried out as her thumb caught on the blade of the knife, and she raised it to her mouth to suck the blood away, tasting the bitter raw garlic. The laughter stopped. It was as if her cry had silenced the girl. Did that mean she could hear Scarlett too?

She gently replaced the knife on the worktop and stood still. Now she could hear something else – the low rumble of someone with a deep voice speaking quietly, but she couldn’t make out the words. The voices blended together, indistinguishable from each other. Scarlett jumped as a high-pitched giggle echoed around the room. She tilted her head to look up to the ceiling, from where the sound seemed to trickle down on her, as if someone was up there, laughing at her.

Scarlett’s instinct was to run. But if she did that, she would never be able to stay in this room on her own again. So her eyes scoured the off-white plaster above her, looking for anything that might tell her that right here in this room with her was the spirit of a child, trapped forever.

‘Hello,’ she whispered, the word barely more than a vibration on her lips. ‘Hello, I’m Scarlett,’ she murmured again, slightly louder.

She moved slowly around the room, staring up, waiting to hear more laughter or see a floating shape outlined against the pale paint. But all was silent now. There was nothing above her, and only the hideous light fitting broke the monotony of the ceiling. She circled the room, her eyes never leaving the space above her. Her back to the narrow window at the far end of the sitting room, she noticed a small plastic fitting obscured by the lampshade from all other angles, and she remembered Cliff telling them about the ventilation system.

Her eyes fixed on the vent, she heard a voice, high and young, the voice of the laughing girl. ‘Like this?’

Was it a ghost, or was the sound somehow coming through the vent? She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. Maybe there were no ghosts.

Scarlett remembered a science lesson from school when they talked about ways of transmitting sound. The girl seemed so close, but maybe her voice was coming from somewhere else, channelled through the ventilation ducts. She crept back to the kitchen area and reached into a wall cupboard, gently lifting a tumbler from the shelf. On bare feet she tiptoed across the room to the wall where the flat-screen TV hung and pressed the glass against the plaster, her ear against its base.

For a moment she heard nothing, and then a cry of, ‘Is this okay?’ followed by another burst of laughter broke the silence. Scarlett heard the sound waves as they travelled through the glass and into her left ear at the same time as they hit her right ear from the vent. She was right. The sounds were coming from the other side of the wall – from the apartment next to theirs in the south wing.

She gave a huge sigh of relief. Thank goodness she wasn’t going totally mad.

It had all gone quiet now, with no more laughter or muttered words through the wall. Scarlett waited, listening, for about half an hour. There was nothing. The girl on the other side of the wall had sounded young – maybe around her own age – and suddenly she felt she had to know, had to be sure that it really wasn’t a ghost. She wouldn’t be able to relax until she was certain. Making a decision, she put the marinating chicken in the fridge and grabbed the keys to the flat.

As she closed the door behind her and stepped into the dark corridor, she wondered for a moment if this was a ridiculous thing to do. But her dad had always said her natural curiosity would make her a great detective, and it would be a couple of hours before her mum got home, so why not explore? She could always think of a good excuse if whoever answered the door wasn’t pleased to see her.

After a second or two in the gloomy corridor the dazzling lights sprang into action, and Scarlett set off purposefully towards the exit from their wing and the staircase that would lead her into the smarter section of the building.

*

She reached the door to the south wing and pressed the numbers on the keypad, suddenly realising that the entrance code might be different. It wasn’t, and she took that as an omen that she was doing the right thing.

There was nobody about in the main hallway, and Scarlett climbed the stairs to the second floor. Immediately she could see that this part of the building was more luxurious than theirs. The corridor along the courtyard side was the same width but with fewer doors, probably leading to bigger apartments. There were colourful paintings on the walls too, and a heavy-duty carpet on the floor that looked infinitely smarter than their bare concrete.

She made her way along the passage to where it turned to the right, a mirror image of their side, except for the uplighters bathing the exposed brick walls in a warm yellow light. She headed towards the last apartment on the left, passing the fire exit. She was surprised to see that in this stretch of corridor there was only one apartment on each side, as opposed to three in their wing.

‘They must be huge,’ she muttered to herself as she headed towards the final door.

She pressed the bell lightly, as if afraid someone would fling the door open and yell, ‘Who are you?’ in her face.

Nothing happened, and she wasn’t entirely surprised. Even the noise made by switching on a kettle would have been enough to cover the sound of her feeble ring. She waited for a suitable period and pressed again, holding the button a little longer. There was no response. Maybe she was too late and the girl had gone out.

Shrugging her shoulders and deciding that she would come back another day, Scarlett had just turned to leave when she heard footsteps coming along the corridor and the sound of heavy breathing, as if someone had been running. She couldn’t see who it was but doubted it was the girl she thought she’d heard.

A short overweight man, the waistband of his trousers sitting below his belly and his shirt gaping under the bottom button, marched around the corner, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a grubby hanky. He was clearly not used to exertion.

She recognised him as the man who had replaced Cliff the caretaker, the man who hadn’t wanted to give her the code to get in.

‘What you doing?’ he shouted.

‘I came to introduce myself to our neighbours.’ Scarlett backed up against the wall, uncomfortable with the man’s aggression.

‘How did you get in?’ he asked, suspicion causing wrinkles between his eyes.

‘I live in the north wing. My name’s Scarlett. I met you on Tuesday. Don’t you remember?’

‘I can’t be expected to remember every Tom, Dick and bleedin’ Harry that comes through this place, and right now I want to know what you’re doing here. I got a call from one of the neighbours – clocked you through the spyhole in his door and said you were spooking round. So what you up to?’

Scarlett was starting to panic. He walked towards her, his chin thrust out and his hands on his wide hips. She could smell his stale sweat, thinly disguised by cheap aftershave. Surely he wouldn’t hurt her? Not here, where anyone might walk around the corner? But who would come to her rescue? There were only two apartments, and nobody had answered the door she had tried.

‘I told you. I wanted to meet the neighbours. I can hear them through the wall – our apartment’s on the other side.’ She could hear the tremor in her voice.

The man laughed nastily and looked her up and down as if she was stupid. Scarlett wished she wasn’t wearing shorts as his eyes lingered on her legs.

‘You’re wasting your time, girl. That apartment’s empty and has been since the day it was finished. There’s nobody living there. So get yourself back to your own place and stop rooting around in this part of the building where you’ve no right to be.’

‘But I heard a girl laughing. There must be someone there.’

‘You must have been dreaming, or you’ve been hearing stories about that mad woman what lived in your place before you. I heard all about her. Barking, she was. There was nobody there then, and there’s no bugger there now either.’

Scarlett edged along the wall, trying to get past him. She wasn’t going to argue, but whatever this horrible sweaty man thought, she was sure there had been someone in the apartment, because the only other explanation was one she didn’t want to believe.
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Natalie bent down quickly to grab her bag from where she had dumped it and whipped out her phone. She didn’t look to see who was calling. She just cancelled it.

Was there a chance that Ed hadn’t heard? She couldn’t hear him moving any more. She didn’t know where he was. Then she remembered that Ed could move with the stealth of a cat when he chose to.

She edged away from the door as quietly as she could. She didn’t want to be on the other side of this door if he chose to fling it open with his full weight behind it. Still she heard nothing. Had he gone?

She stood watching the door, waiting to see the doorknob turn. Nothing happened for what felt like minutes, and then she heard his voice.

‘Why don’t you come out, Natalie?’ he said quietly.

Oh God, he knows it’s me. How could he?

‘I’m not going to hurt you. Just come out and tell me why you’re here.’

Natalie looked around her for somewhere to put the camera so he wouldn’t know she had been looking, but she ran out of time. The door was pushed slowly open and Ed stood in the entrance, a look on his face that she couldn’t interpret. He was staring into her eyes, but then his gaze fell to the camera in her hands and his eyebrows came together in a frown.

‘I’m sorry, Ed,’ she said finally. ‘I thought I’d pick up a few more things while you were out.’

He didn’t speak for a moment, as if weighing up his words.

‘And one of those things was the camera?’

‘No, I…’ She had no idea what to say.

He waited, in that quiet way of his, giving her time to think up a lie.

‘I came in here to see if there was a bag I could use to put some stuff in, and I just saw the camera.’

The corners of Ed’s mouth turned up slightly. ‘You just saw the camera on the top of the wardrobe,’ he said, nodding as if that was a perfectly sensible explanation.

Natalie wanted to leave. The emotions hitting her from every angle were making her breathless.

‘Look, I’m sorry. I’ll just go.’

She put the camera down on the chest of drawers and bent to pick up her bag.

‘No, I don’t think you should go just yet. You’ve left the camera switched on, by the way. Were you hoping to take some photos?’

He knew that wasn’t why she had been looking. He knew she wanted to see what pictures he had been taking, whether they were like the pictures on the website. Or worse, if he had pictures of Scarlett.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. ‘Can we just forget it? I’ll go.’

‘Oh no, I don’t think so. I think you’d better finish what you started. Go on. Next to the screen is a button with an arrow. Press that and you can have a look.’

Natalie just stared at him. She was no longer sure she wanted to know. She could sense a quiet rage burning in Ed, something she had never seen but which Bernie had told her was awesome when it erupted. She felt sure he wasn’t going to let her out of the room until she had looked at the pictures.

Without taking her eyes off him she picked up the camera. Suddenly the heavy silence in the room was shattered once more by the bright, cheerful ringtone of her phone. Relief flooded her.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I think I need to take this.’

She pressed to accept the call. And then wished she hadn’t.
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Scarlett had finally escaped from Martin and walked hurriedly away along the corridor, with a final, ‘Keep to your own side of the bleedin’ building’ ringing in her ears. She could feel his eyes boring into her back, and she reached round to tug down the hem of her shorts. She was sure he wasn’t supposed to speak to tenants like that, but no doubt because she was a teenage girl he thought he could get away with it.

She didn’t know whether to tell her mum, but if she did she would have to tell her about the voices too and it would just give her something else to worry about. Scarlett still hadn’t decided whether to say anything to her about Ed’s package either. It might mean she would never make up with him.

As it was, when her mum came through the door an hour or so earlier than normal all thoughts of telling her anything were driven from Scarlett’s mind. Her face was white.

‘Mum, what’s up?’

She didn’t answer Scarlett immediately, and her eyes looked slightly red-rimmed as she walked over to the breakfast bar and dropped her keys.

‘Mum?’ she repeated, worried now. She started to get up from the sofa.

‘I’m fine. But I need to talk to you. Sit down, love.’

Something had happened. Scarlett could feel it, and all thoughts of Martin and the laughter through the wall were driven from her mind.

She lowered herself back onto the sofa as her mum walked slowly towards her across the room. Sitting down next to her, she reached for Scarlett’s hand.

‘I don’t want you to get upset, Scarlett, but I had a call from the police this afternoon. It was a detective sergeant from the team that deals with serious crimes.’

Scarlett gasped. ‘What’s happened? Is this about Cliff?’

She realised from her mum’s puzzled expression that for the moment she had completely forgotten about the mugging. Did that mean it was someone closer?

‘It’s about Dad, love. Do you remember after he died that the police had a lot of questions?’

Scarlett nodded, but she also remembered that she had been far too upset to talk to them properly, far too traumatised by her last conversation with him and her overpowering sense of guilt.

‘The enquiry was never closed because they didn’t find the people who…knocked him over. But now it seems they’ve caught the man they believe may have been driving. They’re checking back through everything, because if this man was the driver they need to make sure their case against him sticks, and if it’s not him it might mean they’ve been looking in the wrong place all this time and they’re going to have to look at all the evidence again.’

‘Why now, Mum? Why have they only just caught this man?’

‘I don’t know, love. It’s good that they’ve got a suspect at last, but I don’t want you to have to go through all the questions again, particularly if turns out they’re back to square one. It’s not going to bring your dad back, but going over everything again is going to upset you, and you’re my priority now.’

Scarlett felt as if her chest was filled with butterflies, flapping frantically. When she had spoken to the police last time she hadn’t said a word about the text she had seen on her dad’s phone with the incriminating words ‘I love you’ or her suspicion that he had been having an affair. Her mum’s heart had already been broken by his death – how much worse would it have been for her if Scarlett had revealed what she had discovered?

But she wasn’t a thirteen-year-old child now, and perhaps this time she should tell them what she knew. Everything she knew.

*

Natalie looked at her daughter’s horror-struck face. She knew Scarlett would be upset by having to talk to the police, but this seemed excessive. She looked terrified. Her own fear from that afternoon hadn’t yet abated, but she couldn’t think about that right now. She had to focus on her daughter.

‘I know it’s going to be upsetting, Scarlett, and if you don’t feel you can do it, you have to tell me. But I keep thinking that if they can’t get enough evidence against this man, he could go on and kill someone else’s husband or dad.’

Scarlett still hadn’t spoken, and Natalie reached for her hand.

‘I’ll tell the police that you can’t possibly know anything that would be helpful. Maybe they won’t need to talk to you again. But I have to talk to them – you do see that, don’t you?’

Natalie had blocked out so much about that time. They were bound to ask her if Bernie had been worried about anything, and it was so difficult to remember which cases he was fretting about just before he died and which had happened months earlier. She did remember that occasionally, when Bernie hadn’t known she was watching him, she had seen an almost sad expression cross his face. She would ask him if he was okay, and the smile always shot back into position. ‘Just a tricky case,’ he would say, but he never told her any details.

‘I don’t know what I’m going to say to them,’ Natalie said. ‘I hardly saw him with all the overtime and the gym. Anyway, Alison’s coming round to help me remember. I talked to her endlessly at the time, and she might remember stuff that I don’t. She’s coming here, and I know she wants to see you.’

Scarlett yanked her hand out of her mother’s grip. Her lips tightened but she didn’t say a word.

‘Scarlett, I’m sorry, but I need her for this. You can be with us, if you want to be, or take your iPad and go in the bedroom if you prefer. But Alison understands me, and there’s nothing she doesn’t know.’

‘Except who killed Dad.’

Natalie took a breath. ‘Well, of course she doesn’t know that. Look, she was in town today anyway, so it seemed like a good idea.’

‘What time’s she coming?’

‘She’ll be here any minute. I thought we could order Chinese. Is that okay?’

Scarlett’s face was like thunder. ‘Fine. I’ll chuck the chicken I marinated in the bin, shall I?’

Natalie reached for Scarlett’s hand again. ‘I’m sorry, love. I didn’t know you’d prepared anything. It’s really thoughtful of you. But leave it where it is. It’ll taste even better tomorrow night.’

Before either of them could say another word, the intercom buzzed from the main entrance.

‘That’ll be Alison. Please, Scarlett. I know you resent her, but there are no secrets. You can stay with us all the time. I really need her right now.’

‘Do you, Mum?’ Scarlett sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so horrible. You talk to Alison, and I’ll join you for the food when it arrives.’

With a sigh of relief, Natalie spoke into the intercom. ‘Come up, Alison. Second floor, last door on your right.’ She turned back to Scarlett, who was standing in the door to the bedroom, her brow furrowed.

‘Perhaps I should apologise to Alison too,’ Scarlett said. ‘I know I’ve not been very friendly recently. Is it okay if I have a word with her before she goes?’

‘Of course you can. You can talk to her over dinner.’

‘That’s the thing, Mum. I’d rather do it in private. Do you mind?’

Natalie shook her head, trying to hide her surprise. ‘Whatever you need to do, love, it’s fine.’

She smiled at Scarlett as she disappeared into the bedroom, but her smile faded the minute the door was closed. Why did she want to apologise to Alison in private? What could she possibly have to say that she couldn’t say in front of her mum?

Her thoughts were interrupted by visions of Ed that afternoon. After her call from the police she had made her excuses and left without telling him who had called and why. He hadn’t tried to stop her and had stood to one side to let her past. She couldn’t look at him and didn’t know whether she was glad or not that she hadn’t seen the photos on his camera. She had left her front-door key on the hall table as she went out.

But she had no time to think about Ed now. She had to focus on Bernie.

There was a knock on the door. Alison had arrived.
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The investigation into the death of Jennifer Bale seemed to be stalling. Little Archie’s recollection of the conversation with his sister could be wrong, but there was something horribly sinister about Jennifer saying she was ‘as good as dead’, and Tom was praying for a breakthrough. They needed to find the boy or man she had been seeing in the hope that he would provide the key, but nobody seemed to have any idea who he was.

The only good news was that they had finally made contact with Lauren, the friend with whom Jennifer was supposed to have gone swimming each week, and Tom and Becky had spoken to her earlier in the day. She hadn’t given them as much information as they had hoped, though.

‘I went to the pool to swim – to exercise,’ Lauren said, a slight note of exasperation breaking through her tears. ‘Jennifer seemed to think the purpose of going swimming was to have fun. It was her way of getting out of the house and out from under what she called her mother’s constant scrutiny. So when we were there, she mucked about all the time. It was really annoying. But perhaps I should have been nicer to her. I should have told someone when she stopped coming. I knew she was lying to her parents about it.’

This resulted in a fresh bout of tears, so they’d had to take it slowly. Tom could see Lauren felt guilty, as if she had aided and abetted Jennifer’s lies and therefore was in some way culpable.

‘You’ve nothing to blame yourself for, Lauren. Friends ask each other to keep secrets all the time.’ He gave her a few moments before continuing with the questions. ‘Did you see her talking to a boy at all?’

Lauren sniffed, partly as a result of the tears, and partly in disgust as she told them about Jennifer’s behaviour.

‘There was a group of stupid boys messing about ducking each other until the lifeguard told them off. Jennifer was sitting on the side, kicking her legs and splashing them, laughing at them as if she was trying to draw their attention.’

‘Was there one in particular?’

‘Not that I noticed. It really bugged me that she was being so stupid. I tried to ignore them. Anyway, the last week we were there together the lifeguard threw all the boys out and he took Jennifer on one side and gave her a good talking-to. She went off in a huff to get changed before I’d finished my swim. She didn’t even come home with me that night. We split up at the tram stop. Jennifer said she was meeting someone and had a silly smile on her face.’ Lauren looked up, her face full of the knowledge of who Jennifer had been meeting. ‘It was him, wasn’t it?’

‘We don’t know, Lauren, and even if it was, it’s not your fault.’

‘That’s not what Mrs Bale will say. She’ll say I should have stuck with Jen whatever she asked me to do. She’s probably right.’

‘How old were these boys?’ Becky asked.

The girl shrugged. ‘I don’t know – sixteen, seventeen? Boys of that age are so childish. I couldn’t see what the fascination was myself.’

Tom had already requested the CCTV from the pool, and while Lauren waited in the interview room with her mother he asked for stills to be printed of people leaving the reception area the last time the girls had been there together. The pictures of the two girls were interesting. Lauren had a face like stone, and Jennifer was almost skipping along by her side, laughing and chatting. She was clearly excited about something.

He showed the images to Lauren, who identified the boys Jennifer had been fooling about with, the lifeguard standing by the exit in his tracksuit, arms folded, making sure they left the premises.

Tom didn’t think Lauren had anything more to tell them, and as soon as she left the team had begun the process of tracking each of the boys down. It had proved easy enough because the pool receptionist said she knew where one of them lived. Of the four, the youngest was on holiday, but Keith had been out to interview the other three, and none of them appeared to have the first clue who Jennifer was, even when shown her photo. It seemed to Tom that they had been totally absorbed in their own games and possibly hadn’t even noticed the skinny girl sitting on the side of the pool watching them.

So if she hadn’t met this guy to whom she belonged at the swimming pool, where had she met him? They didn’t have any other route to pursue.

Becky put her head around the door. ‘I’m off, boss. Have a good night,’ she said with a knowing look.

Tom refused to rise to the bait. At some point he was probably going to have to tell her, but not yet.

‘You too,’ he said, not looking at her but staring instead at his computer screen.

He didn’t want to answer questions about Louisa. He had sent her two texts and tried to call her, but she hadn’t responded. That said it all, as far as he was concerned.
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As soon as Natalie opened the door to Alison, her friend glanced beyond her into the flat. ‘No Scarlett?’

‘She’s hiding in the bedroom.’

‘What’s up with her?’ Alison asked, frowning as she leaned in to give Natalie a kiss on the cheek and a quick hug.

‘I don’t think she wants to sit and listen to us talk about Bernie,’ Natalie said, taking in her friend’s loud but somehow perfect outfit of tight bright-pink jeans and a predominantly orange patterned baggy T-shirt. She felt dowdy by comparison in her smart black work trousers and blue silk top. Alison had an instinct for colour, and paired the most outrageous choices, but it always worked. ‘Scarlett’s very confused by everything at the moment. And who can blame her?’

‘Who indeed?’ Alison responded, dumping a supermarket carrier bag on the worktop that clinked as she put it down.

Natalie smiled. ‘I’ll get the glasses. What do you think of the place?’

Alison frowned. ‘What place?’

‘This place, of course. Our new – if somewhat temporary – home. We were lucky to get it. Thank goodness one of the agents came up trumps.’

Natalie reached into the cupboard for two wine glasses and put them on the breakfast bar as Alison walked to the far end of the room, gazing around her.

‘Well, I’m glad it’s okay for you, but before we talk about your meeting with the police tomorrow, are you going to tell me why you felt you had to leave Ed? You know I had my doubts, but you seemed so sure. What happened?’

Natalie hesitated. She didn’t want to talk about what had happened that afternoon, so she covered the pause by filling two glasses with wine. She handed one to Alison, who she felt sure would take no more than two sips all evening. Both women sat on the sofa and, folding one leg beneath her, Natalie turned towards her friend.

‘I’ll tell you, but first I want to know why you and Ed are so distant with each other, and why you thought us moving in together was such a bad idea.’

‘Oh come on, Nat. You were distraught about Bernie – understandably. Ed was your knight in shining armour, and I thought you’d put him on a pedestal. The problem with pedestals is that people invariably fall off them, so I was worried that when you stopped being so incredibly grateful to him and realised that he’s just an ordinary guy, you might not feel the same way.’

‘Do you think he’s ordinary?’ Natalie asked, wondering if her friend had ever suspected that Ed had a dark side.

Alison reached over and put an arm around her friend. ‘Ordinary’s not a derogatory term, you know. He’s solid, reliable, dependable, but he’s not Bernie, is he?’

Natalie knew what she meant. When Bernie walked into a room, people looked up and smiled, knowing he was going to entertain them. Ed was the person you turned to when you needed help… Well, that’s what she had always thought.

For a moment Natalie considered how it used to feel going home at the end of a working day. With Bernie she had felt a frisson of excitement just being with her man. With Ed she had felt cocooned, warm and safe, as if she had left her troubles at the door. So different, but who could say which was better?

‘Does Ed know what you think about us getting together?’ Natalie asked.

‘I’m afraid so. I told him, and he accused me of jealousy – said that I resented the fact that you needed him more than me. But we’ll get over it. You’re my best friend, and I didn’t want you making any mistakes, that’s all.’

Natalie took a large gulp of wine and looked at Alison over the rim of the glass. Was she right? Had she put Ed on a pedestal? Was that what had happened? Had she believed him to be perfect, and when a flaw appeared she had run for the hills?

No. That was ridiculous. This wasn’t some minor irritation, like leaving used teabags on the draining board. This was about her daughter’s safety – and possibly that of other kids too.

‘Anyway, what did make you leave?’ Alison asked, breaking eye contact. ‘You still haven’t told me, and Ed wouldn’t say a word when I asked him.’

Natalie had known Alison was going to ask her, and she had decided to use the same story she had used with Megan, knowing it was a weak excuse. She told her about Ed searching through Bernie’s boxes.

‘Really? That’s not on, is it? He should have respected your right to privacy more than that. But if you’re worried about him going through Bernie’s boxes of rubbish, why have you left them there with him?’

‘I didn’t have a fat lot of choice. I couldn’t get them all in my car along with our suitcases, and I didn’t want to drag the whole leaving thing out any longer than I had to.’

‘Do you want me to go and get them and take them to my house?’

‘Don’t be daft. You haven’t got a square inch in your house that’s not covered in builder’s rubble. It doesn’t matter, it’s not as if there’s anything terribly exciting. It’s just that along with bits and pieces from his childhood Bernie had notebooks and random scraps of paper. He jotted all sorts of things down as ideas came to him – everything from plans for cheap holidays to what he was going to buy me for Christmas. I never looked at them when he was alive. I thought he was entitled to his own thoughts.’

Alison’s expression was unfathomable. ‘I didn’t know that about Bernie.’

‘Well, why would you? He always said that ideas came to him at the oddest of times, and he could never remember them even an hour later. So it was best to write them down. One day I want to go through them, maybe with Scarlett, and I don’t want anyone else reading them before I do.’

‘Then I’ll go and get them for you,’ Alison said. She put her still-full glass down heavily on the coffee table. ‘I’ll store them safely in my studio until you’re ready for them. I’ll get them tomorrow evening, then you can stop worrying.’

Natalie didn’t relish the thought of calling Ed to give him this news, especially after today, but in spite of the fact that it wasn’t the main reason she had moved out, she would love to know why he had been searching through Bernie’s boxes. What was he looking for?

She had too much else to worry about now, though, including an interview with a detective tomorrow morning.

‘What do you think the police will want to ask me, Ali? I know I’ve been through it before, but it’s all a bit of a blur, to be honest. I was so devastated, I’m sure I was barely coherent.’

Alison reached out to hold her hand.

‘If they’ve got someone for it, they probably want to be sure they didn’t miss anything first time round that might get him off. They’ll want to know if things were okay at home, was he worried about anything or had there been any trouble with anyone – even something as trivial as a neighbour arguing about the height of your hedge. That kind of thing.’

‘Oh,’ Natalie said, her voice flat. ‘I don’t know what I can tell them that would be any use. You know Bernie – Mr Nice Guy. He never argued with anyone.’

That was true, but Natalie also remembered that over the last few months of his life for some reason Bernie had been far from enthusiastic about her spending a lot of time with Alison. Maybe he thought she shared more with her friend than she did with him, but typically she had never delved too deeply.

‘Just tell them the truth, Nat,’ Alison said. ‘You were happy, and there’s nothing you can think of that was worrying him.’

Alison was right. She could say that, and it was probably what she said in the height of her anguish two years ago. But that wouldn’t be entirely true, and maybe it was time to admit it.

*

Scarlett could hear the low murmur of voices coming from the next room. She tried to shut out the sound. She didn’t want to know what they were saying about her dad, pulling apart the last few months of his life. Hunting through her hastily packed suitcase for her headphones, she plugged them into her phone to listen to music and tried to engage herself in Snapchatting with her friends, but neither distraction could block out her thoughts.

Tomorrow she was going to have to talk to the police. And this time she had to tell them about the text on her dad’s phone. She was going to check out her own suspicions first, then she would tell the police everything.

There was too much going on in her head. Thoughts of the police interview, the text, the conversation in the next room were overlaid with images of the fat caretaker fiercely telling her to get away from the posh part of the apartments, as if she was some toerag who had broken in.

He had to be wrong about the apartment being empty. He just didn’t want her to know who was living there. She wished that Cliff was still around. He would have been much more helpful.

She had decided not to tell her mum about the run-in with Martin, or about Ed bringing the package. There was no need to add extra worries to what seemed to be a growing list. Scarlett would go back to the apartment tomorrow and see if anyone answered the door. She had to know for sure.

She was so deep in thought and the music was so loud that she only realised her mum was standing at the foot of the bed when she waved her arms, windmill style, to attract Scarlett’s attention. She was mouthing, ‘Dinner’ and Scarlett knew she had to go and be sociable for at least as long as it took to eat the food.

The smell of Chinese food was enticing, and Scarlett breathed in the spicy aroma. ‘Hi, Alison,’ she said as she walked from the bedroom.

Alison looked about to jump up to give her a kiss, but Scarlett dodged behind the breakfast bar and grabbed herself a glass for some water.

The conversation was strained as they shared the sofa and ate the Chinese with chopsticks, but Scarlett answered when she was spoken to and smiled as much as she could. The weight of knowing what she was going to have to ask ruined her appetite, and she was only able to manage half of her plate of food.

‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’ her mum asked. ‘It’s not like you to let Chinese food go to waste.’

‘Sorry. Not hungry, that’s all.’

Scarlett noticed that her mum had done little more than nibble at her food either, and Alison had done exactly as she always did – picked out a few pieces of chicken and the odd cashew nut. It seemed the tension in the room was affecting all of them.

Alison pushed her plate away and Scarlett jumped up. ‘You stay there, Mum. I’ll stick these in the dishwasher.’ Scarlett took Alison’s plate from her and went across to the kitchen area.

‘I think I should be going, Nat,’ Alison said.

Scarlett wasn’t going to have a chance to talk to her, and for a minute she was relieved, but with the police investigation starting up again she had to do it if she was going to tell them anything useful.

‘I’ll see you out,’ Scarlett said, to the obvious surprise of Alison, who had no chance to comment before Scarlett had opened the door and walked out into the black hall.

As she moved away from the door and the corridor flooded with white light, Scarlett looked back at her mum, standing in the doorway, saying goodbye to her friend. The harsh lighting threw her face into a pattern of stark shades of grey, and she suddenly seemed older and more vulnerable.

Neither Scarlett nor Alison uttered a word until they were out of sight and it wasn’t until they reached the lift to the lobby that Alison broke the silence.

‘Scarlett,’ she said, her voice low. ‘I know you’re mad at me for something and have been for a while now – I just don’t know what. If I’ve taken too much of your mum’s time over the last eighteen months, I’m sorry, but she needed me.’

Scarlett gave a harsh laugh. ‘It’s not my mum’s time I’m bothered about.’

Alison stopped, and Scarlett turned to face her. She hadn’t really noticed until now how thin Alison had become. Her cheekbones stood out above slightly hollowed cheeks and her eyes seemed deeper set than they used to be.

‘Scarlett. Look at me. What is it that’s bothering you? I genuinely don’t know what you’re talking about. But I do want to help.’

‘I’m talking about my dad, Alison.’

Alison said nothing, just narrowed her eyes and stared at Scarlett. Then she reached out with both hands to hold Scarlett gently around the wrists.

‘Get off me, Alison. You’re hurting me.’

‘Oh stop being so dramatic. I’m not hurting you. Just holding you so you can’t run away. What do you mean, me and your dad?’

‘Did you send him a text the day before he died? A text about love. Was it you? He wasn’t available, you know. He was ours!’

Scarlett felt a burning at the back of her eyes and her throat tightened painfully. The number of the phone the text had come from had been withheld, but it had to be Alison. She didn’t need a response. All she wanted was for Alison to know what she suspected.

She wrenched her wrists out of Alison’s grasp, turned and started to run down the long corridor, back to the left-hand turn that led towards their apartment. She heard the pounding of feet behind her as she turned the corner, and a hand reached out and grabbed her arm, holding her back.

‘Stop it. Stop running from me and tell me what you’re talking about. If you go home in this state, your mum’s going to be worried sick. Don’t you think she’s got enough on her plate with the new enquiry? Tell me what you mean and let’s put this straight, Scarlett.’

Alison’s eyes were wide, and Scarlett could sense her concern – probably more for her friend than for Scarlett.

‘I saw the text. I saw what you wrote to my dad.’

‘What text? I never sent your dad a text. It’s possible that at some time I may have sent him a message if I couldn’t get hold of your mum, but that’s all. What text?’ she repeated.

‘I saw it. I know it was from you.’

‘Whatever you saw had nothing to do with me, I promise you. What did it say?’

‘I love you.’ Scarlett practically spat the words out. ‘Among other things.’

Alison’s face was a picture of confusion. Was she acting?

‘What other things? Try to remember, Scarlett.’

‘Why? Can’t you remember?’

Alison lifted both arms to hold Scarlett by the shoulders and looked straight into her eyes. ‘I can’t remember because I didn’t send it.’

‘If I tell my mum, she’ll hate you as much as I do.’

Alison gave an exasperated sigh. ‘The text wasn’t from me, and I can prove it. You know what a neat freak I am. I’ve got all my mobile bills, complete with details of every number I’ve called or sent a text to for the last three years. Come and check them out, or I’ll scan them and mail them to you. You’ve got to believe me, Scarlett. It wasn’t me.’

Scarlett felt the first seeds of doubt, but it had to have been Alison, and it wasn’t just the text that had made her think that. There was other stuff too. She had never said anything before because she didn’t want her mum to find out that her husband and best friend were cheating on her. But now she was going to have to talk to the police, and she would tell them everything this time.

‘Can you remember the rest of the message? It might be important,’ Alison said.

Scarlett didn’t want to say any more – not to Alison, and not to anyone else.

‘Forget it,’ she said, hanging her head. ‘I won’t say anything to Mum. I’m sorry.’

She pushed herself off the wall and Alison dropped her hands. Scarlett had harboured this hatred and certainty for too long and now she felt like a stupid child.

She could feel Alison’s eyes on her back as she walked away and realised that maybe she would never know what had been going on.
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At last I’ve been able to escape to my bedroom. I thought this evening would never end, but Shirley and Mike wanted to know how drama club is going. I had to lie and say that I have to go more often than once a week because it’s the school holidays. I had to make up stories about it when all I wanted to do was to get away from them and think about what happened today.

I feel so bad about lying to them. I don’t want them to send me back to the children’s home, but I can’t give this up. I’ve not been paid yet because the magazine has to accept the pictures first and it can be a lengthy process, but I don’t care about that.

What I do care about, though, is that somehow I seem to have ruined everything, and my throat has been aching with the effort of not crying all evening. I don’t know how I stopped myself from bursting into tears at the table. Shirley knew there was something the matter. She asked me once, but when I wouldn’t answer she just patted my hand.

It’s not just the whole bit about being a model that I love. It’s him! He’s been texting me the sweetest messages all week, and today felt like pure magic – at least to start with. I was more confident and I seemed to be getting the poses right most of the time.

And then something incredible happened. I can feel my cheeks getting hot as I think about it.

For the last session I had to wear a dress, and I couldn’t zip it up. I had to call him into the room to do it for me. But before he pulled the zip up, he kissed my back. Just gently, but it made me shiver. Then he zipped me up, and we carried on with the photos as if nothing had happened. But I was such a mess!

Then it was time to get changed, and I could hear my voice shaking as I asked him if he’d undo my dress. He pulled down the zip, but he didn’t move away. I felt his arms slide inside and around my waist, his fingers stroking my skin.

He whispered in my ear, ‘You know I want you, don’t you?’

I felt as if the air had left my body.

He said no more, and after a moment he left me to get dressed. But this time when I was ready to leave he held me away from him.

‘I can’t hug you again,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from kissing you.’

It felt like the end of the world. In a life that’s seen very few hugs, his have come to mean everything to me, and my eyes filled with hot tears.

‘Please,’ I said. ‘I want a hug. I don’t mind if you kiss me.’

He shook his head. ‘I can’t, darling. I’m so sorry. Perhaps it’s better if you don’t come again. If I can’t have you, it’s going to be too difficult for me.’

‘You can have me,’ I whispered.

But he shook his head. ‘Come on. Let’s get you home.’

He didn’t touch me again. I’ve sent him a few texts, but he hasn’t answered. I think I’ve lost him and it’s killing me.

I pull a notepad from my bedside table. The first page is covered with doodles, all of his name. I grab my pen and start to draw each letter using an elaborate combination of shapes. It’s the W I like the best. I can create something symmetrical and sexy from that.

I hope he’ll change his mind and let me see him again. He can do what he likes. Lots of girls I know have had sex, or so they say. And if that’s what it takes to keep him, that’s what I’m going to do.
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After a restless night when Scarlett had lain rigid in bed, not wanting to toss and turn for fear of disturbing her mum, they had quietly got dressed for the police interview, both lost in their own thoughts, and made their way to the address they had been given.

Scarlett wasn’t sure what she was going to say. She had to tell them about the text, though. If it had come from some other woman and not Alison, she might have been married, maybe with a jealous husband. Should she tell the police who she had suspected and why? She still didn’t know.

A policeman came into the reception and introduced himself as Detective Sergeant Keith Sims.

‘Thank you both for coming. Shall we get Scarlett’s interview done first? We don’t want you sitting here worrying about it, do we?’ he said briskly but not unkindly. ‘Come on through, both of you.’

Scarlett stood up. ‘Actually,’ she said, hating herself for the tremor in her voice, ‘can I be interviewed on my own, please?’ She glanced nervously at her mum, who was frowning slightly. ‘Mum, I want to talk about when Dad left that morning, and I know it’s going to upset you. It’s easier if you’re not there. Is that okay?’

‘I won’t interrupt you, sweetheart, I promise. Wouldn’t you feel more comfortable if I was with you?’

Scarlett closed her eyes. This was so hard. ‘No. Please, Mum. I’m fifteen and I don’t need a babysitter.’

DS Sims stepped forward. ‘Mrs Gray, I’ll ask a female colleague to come down to sit in on the interview. Is that all right with you?’

Still looking slightly mystified, her mum agreed and sat back down again. DS Sims showed Scarlett into an interview room.

‘Wait here, Scarlett. I’ll be back in a moment.’

Scarlett sat down and started to bite her fingernails, a habit she had grown out of years ago. She didn’t have long to wait. The policeman was back within a couple of minutes.

‘Someone’s on their way down. Would you like anything to drink – some water, perhaps?’

Scarlett shook her head, and the sergeant allowed her to collect her thoughts while he shuffled some papers around on the desk. The door opened, and Scarlett looked up to see a woman a few years younger than her mum walk in, her shiny dark hair bouncing on her shoulders. She gave Scarlett a wide, friendly smile.

‘DI Robinson,’ DS Sims said, a note of surprise in his voice. ‘I just asked for a female officer. You didn’t have to come down.’

‘No, I didn’t. Quite right. But I was free so I thought I’d keep you company. Hi, Scarlett. I’m Becky. Keith here will be asking you the questions, but you must say if you’re not clear or you’re worried about answering. Is that okay?’

Scarlett nodded, but as the policewoman called Becky sat down she blurted it out: ‘I think my dad was having an affair.’

*

The two police officers had given Scarlett time to dry her eyes and make herself look more respectable before they took her back to the reception area. She had told them everything she knew, which wasn’t much.

She kept her head down as she walked with the detective, who had insisted that Scarlett should call her Becky.

‘Scarlett?’ her mum said, concern clear in her voice.

‘She’s okay, Mrs Gray. It just got a bit emotional in there. Understandable, really.’

Becky introduced herself. ‘Are you ready now, Mrs Gray? I’m sorry we have to put you both through this again, but your husband was one of ours, and we’re not going to give up on him, although I know it may have seemed like that.’

‘But if you’ve found the driver, why do we need to go over everything again?’

‘We’ve found the person who stole the car, yes, but we need to make sure he was driving it when the incident happened. It’s best if we go over everything to make sure we haven’t missed something important. Would you like to come with me, please?’

Scarlett looked at their backs as they walked down the corridor and wondered if she had done the right thing. What if they told her mum what she’d said? It would break her heart. Becky had said that their interview was confidential, and she just had to hope they’d stick to their promise and keep it to themselves.
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Much to Scarlett’s dismay, after they left the police headquarters her mum insisted that they go into town for some lunch. She felt sure there was going to be an inquisition about what she had told the officers, and it was so difficult saying nothing. Her mum tried to talk to her, to reassure her that the police were only doing their job, but Scarlett spent the hour on the edge of her seat, expecting a direct question. But it never came, and finally the meal was over.

Scarlett returned alone to the apartment, and breathed a sigh of relief as she sat down on the sofa and went over in her mind everything that had happened.

The whole morning had been terrible, but at least she had now told the police everything, and Becky seemed to think the information Scarlett had given them might open a useful line of enquiry. They were going to follow it up with those closest to Sergeant Gray, as Keith Sims had kept referring to her dad.

They had also said that it was good of her to come all the way into town, and Scarlett realised they thought she and her mum were either living in their own house or maybe they knew about Ed. The police clearly didn’t know they had moved out, so she had said nothing. However, over lunch it became clear that her mum hadn’t been able to avoid the subject and had been asked a direct question.

‘What did you tell them?’ Scarlett had asked, hoping and praying nothing had been said about any so-called inappropriate behaviour, as her mum kept calling it, on Ed’s part.

‘I said that in retrospect we had moved in together too soon, and although I’d thought I was ready, that was clearly not the case. We were taking some time to work out our next steps.’

At least that hadn’t got them investigating Ed, and Scarlett was glad of that.

As she sat on the sofa in the apartment she picked up a cushion, hugging it to her. She felt guilty about telling tales, something that as a child she had always been told not to do, unless the alternative was lying, which was equally forbidden. The trouble was that unless the text message was directly related to her dad’s death, the only person who would be hurt if all this came out was her mum, and she really didn’t want that.

Scarlett was so deep in thought that it was minutes before she registered the sound – faint to start with, but growing in volume.

She leaped up from the sofa and crept across the room to put the side of her head flat against the wall. It was the girl again, but this time she wasn’t laughing. She seemed to be gasping for air.

It didn’t make sense. Martin had told her the apartment next door was empty. Was he lying? Or maybe it had been ghosts all along.

*

Scarlett didn’t move from her spot for ten minutes. Maybe longer, she wasn’t sure. She had put a glass to the wall again, her hand shaking as she pressed her ear against the base of the tumbler. How could these sounds be coming from an empty apartment? Perhaps it wasn’t their apartment that was haunted. Perhaps it was the one on the other side of the wall.

Gradually the sounds subsided, and finally there was silence. Scarlett thought about knocking on the wall and shouting to see if anyone would answer. But if nobody responded she would know there really wasn’t anybody there – that no human was making the noises.

After hearing nothing for an hour Scarlett decided to ignore what Martin had said. She didn’t want to believe the next-door apartment was empty. He had to be lying, and this time she was determined not to be put off. If there was nobody in when she rang the bell of the apartment, she would put a note under the door.

Grabbing a notebook from her bag, she tore out a page, picked up a biro and her keys from the worktop and left the flat, walking quickly along the dingy corridor before she could change her mind. She took the lift to the lobby, ran down the outside staircase and up the other side to the south wing, punching the code into the keypad.

It was only as she reached the door of the apartment adjoining theirs that she began to wonder what she was doing, and what she was going to say if there really was someone living there.

Her hand hovered over the bell push.

‘Oh, stuff it,’ she muttered under her breath, and pressed the button firmly.

Through the door she heard it ring, but irrational as the thought seemed, the ding-dong of the chime sounded as if it was bouncing off emptiness.

She rang the bell again, and once more felt certain that the sound was disappearing into a vacuum. She put her ear to the door, but there was nothing.

Scarlett rested the piece of paper against the wall and started to write a note. She had only written a couple of words when she heard the now familiar huffing and puffing of an overweight man stomping along the corridor, still out of sight around the bend.

‘Shit,’ she muttered. She needed to hide, but where? Then Scarlett noticed the other door, back towards the turn in the corridor, and thought she would just have time to make it. As in their wing, it was labelled FIRE EXIT.

Scarlett raced towards the door, yanked it open and dodged behind it, pulling it closed just in time as, through the small square window, she saw Martin’s red face appear around the corner.

He stopped dead, his head whipping from side to side, his hands resting on ample hips in his customary pose before pulling out a hanky to wipe his brow.

Martin shook his head and glanced at the door to the apartment he claimed was empty, then crossed the corridor to the single door on the opposite side. He gave two sharp knocks, not bothering with the bell, and within seconds the door opened. Whoever answered was standing well back, beyond Scarlett’s line of sight, but it had to be the person who had reported her prowling around.

She couldn’t hear what was said, but Martin shrugged his shoulders several times. Suddenly he swung round. Scarlett ducked down below the window, hoping he hadn’t spotted her. Maybe the person spying from across the corridor had seen her come in here.

She was certain that with Martin’s bulk he had no chance of catching her, so she ran lightly down the stairs as far as the exit to the street. A bar across the door indicated that it should be pressed to get out, but there was a warning notice.

THIS DOOR IS ALARMED

PLEASE ONLY EXIT IN AN EMERGENCY

‘Hey,’ a voice shouted, and Scarlett recognised it as Martin’s. ‘Are you down there?’ His voice echoed off the bare walls.

She stayed quiet, crouching beneath the bottom set of stairs.

After a few minutes Scarlett couldn’t hear any sounds from above and guessed that Martin had decided not to exert himself by coming down the stairs to look for her. She couldn’t hear his wheezy breathing either, but there was a chance he would be waiting for her in the corridor, knowing she had to come out some time.

She could see from her hiding place that next to the door was a keypad which she guessed would allow the door to be opened without setting off the alarm. She crept forward and entered the code she used to get into the main entrance.

As she half expected, the screen flashed ‘Error’. She was going to have to go back the way she had come.

She had no idea how long Martin would hang about to see if she would reappear, but she waited a few moments and then crept back up the stairs, listening carefully for his breathing. There was nothing.

When she reached the second floor she peered through the small window. The corridor appeared to be empty as far as she could tell from her narrow field of view. The door to the apartment opposite was closed.

Slowly she opened the door and stepped out.

‘Hello.’

Scarlett felt her heart leap in her chest. The voice came from her left, from the side of the wall that she couldn’t see from the window. She spun towards it.

A man was standing there, leaning against the wall, checking her out. He was tall with a couple of days’ growth of dark beard which almost disguised a slightly pointed chin, and his black expressionless eyes pinned Scarlett to the spot. He pushed himself off the wall and walked slowly towards her. It was the man she had seen that first morning coming out of this wing, and every instinct told her to run.
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Becky looked up from her desk to see Tom walking towards her, a frown on his face.

‘What’s up?’ she asked as he drew closer.

He appeared surprised at her question. ‘Nothing’s up. Why do you ask?’

‘No reason. Just thought you looked a bit bothered by something, that’s all.’ She pointed to the chair by the side of her desk, and Tom sat down. ‘Do you want a catch-up on anything?’

‘I think we need to go back and talk to Jennifer Bale’s parents again. And Archie. Maybe this time with them all in one room. The trouble is, I feel more like a counsellor than a policeman, as if getting them all together is part of their family therapy.’

‘What are you going to say to them?’

‘Tell them where we’re up to, and I suppose at some point – when Archie’s not around – we’re going to have to tell them about the evidence of sexual activity, although I’m not relishing the thought of that conversation.’

Becky couldn’t help but agree and for a moment wished she could duck out of the meeting. But that wouldn’t be fair on Tom.

‘It seems clear that Jennifer met this boy or man at the River View Pool,’ Tom said. ‘But somehow those kids seem unlikely suspects to me. They could be brilliant actors, of course, but they’re skinny kids who like to get their kicks from acting daft in the water and dive-bombing each other. The only possible sighting – and that could be pure coincidence – is of a male standing by the school playing fields who seemed to scare the life out of her. And none of those boys look anything like a man.’

‘Yeah, but the man may have nothing to do with it. Jennifer might just have rushed off to go to the loo.’

Tom leaned back and put his hands behind his head, looking up at the ceiling as if for inspiration.

‘We’ve put out an appeal for anyone who was around the playing fields that day. It might have been some harmless guy who decided to stop to watch the girls.’

Becky pulled a face. ‘Well, it’s not entirely harmless to hang about watching a load of fifteen-year-old girls running around in their knickers. Do you think anyone’s going to admit to that?’

Tom shrugged. ‘It’s what athletes wear though – and probably less revealing than a swimming costume, if you want to be picky.’ Tom’s head suddenly shot up. ‘That’s a thought. We’ve assumed all along that Jennifer met the boyfriend when she was swimming – in the water – but maybe she didn’t. Maybe he was watching from the gallery or the café at the pool.’

‘When would he have spoken to her, though?’

Tom didn’t answer, his face showing that he was thinking, his eyes unfocused.

‘Becky, have you got Lauren’s number?’

Becky nodded.

‘Can you get her on the phone, please?’

As Becky dialled, Tom continued to speak. ‘That last day they swam together, Jennifer had to leave the pool early because she got told off. Can you ask Lauren where Jennifer was waiting for her?’

Becky got his drift immediately, and when Lauren answered the phone she asked the question. She put the phone down and turned to Tom.

‘Jennifer went back to the changing rooms, got dressed and then waited in the café for Lauren. There’s a big glass window that looks over the pool. Jennifer was there for about twenty minutes. By the time Lauren was ready and went to find her she was on her way out of the café so Lauren didn’t see who she might have been speaking to. But she was definitely giving Lauren what she calls her “smug smile”.’

Becky picked up the phone again.

‘Who are you calling?’ Tom asked

‘River View Pool. If we check out the CCTV coming into and going out of the building for the whole period that Lauren and Jennifer were there – maybe an hour either side – we should be able to get stills of any guys who broadly match the description of the man by the fence. We’ll show them to the girls who were closest, see if any of them recognise him.’

*

Tom had just stood up to go to his office when he got a message to say that Mr Bale was downstairs, asking if Tom had time to have a word with him. This was a surprise, but Tom felt a guilty sense of relief that it was only Mr Bale.

As he walked into the interview room, Tom felt a stab of sympathy for Gregory Bale. The man looked shattered, which came as no surprise given the situation. His eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks grey and drawn.

After shaking hands and greeting each other formally, Tom sat down. ‘What can I do for you, Mr Bale?’

‘I hope you don’t mind me dropping in out of the blue, but I thought if I came to see you on my own, it might be easier. My wife is refusing to believe anything Archie told you. She says it’s a pack of lies and it’s all down to his vivid imagination. She wanted to report you, but I got so angry with her that she backed down. I’m sorry, but she’s really struggling with the idea that Jennifer kept secrets from us. She still won’t believe there’s a possibility that she killed herself. Do you know any more now, Mr Douglas?’

Tom knew this man deserved the truth, but he was clearly in so much pain.

‘Nothing has changed, I’m afraid. We’re treating Jennifer’s death as suspicious, but we have no clear evidence that it was anything other than suicide, although we haven’t stopped looking. And even if that’s the case, I want to know what drove her to it. We’ll do everything we can to get answers for you.’

Mr Bale looked down at his hands, and Tom gave him a moment. There was something he had to tell Jennifer’s parents and by coming in to see Tom, Mr Bale had made it easier. He had intended to discuss it with them the day before, after they interviewed Archie, but Mrs Bale’s attitude meant that any conversation about their daughter’s sexual history was probably going to fall on deaf ears. She would have been bound to declare that either the science was wrong, or her daughter had been raped and then murdered.

Why anyone would prefer the thought of their daughter being raped, Tom couldn’t understand. Would you really want to imagine that your child had suffered such fear and pain? He could understand preferring murder to suicide. Both were truly shocking and heartbreaking, but while in the former case parents might blame themselves for not taking greater care of their child, they could still rationalise that it was a random attack. In the case of suicide, all those close to the deceased would feel the weight of guilt, whether it was deserved or not.

‘Mr Bale, there’s one other thing we were planning to discuss with you yesterday, but the timing didn’t seem appropriate.’

‘I’m sorry about my wife, Chief Inspector.’

‘There’s no need to apologise. These are unbelievably difficult times for you both. I know your wife is adamant that Jennifer didn’t have a boyfriend, but I understand you’re less convinced.’

‘Well, I…’ Gregory Bale paused, as if he was about to change his story from the one he had told Becky. No doubt Mrs Bale had been working on him, and Tom interrupted before the man got himself tied in knots.

‘I’m afraid I have to tell you that it seems you were right. Quite how you tell your wife this is up to you, but forensic evidence shows conclusively that your daughter had sexual intercourse fairly recently, and almost certainly more than once.’

Mr Bale said nothing. He didn’t need to; the pain in his eyes said it all.

‘Maybe you could talk to your wife, and in the light of this evidence give some thought to who the boyfriend might have been? We’ll hopefully be able to bring you some photographs early next week of possible boys or young men, but if there’s anyone from your church or your neighbourhood, anyone at all, now that you know that there was definitely someone, it would help.’

‘Right,’ Mr Bale said quietly.

‘Mr Bale, kids of Jennifer’s age can be put under enormous pressure by their peers, so we’re not just focusing on the boyfriend. We’re also looking to see if she was bullied, either at school or via social media. We are looking as widely as we can. Someone or something may well have pushed her into this. We’re not going to stop until we have some answers.’

There was nothing more to say, and after Mr Bale had quietly said goodbye Tom made his way back upstairs. As he walked into the incident room, Keith was pinning up a series of A4 sheets on a board, each of them representing a link to Bernie Gray. Tom stared at them. There was something nagging at him, something he couldn’t quite grasp. But the thought eluded him, and with a frustrated tut he headed back to his office.
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Scarlett’s legs wouldn’t work. She wanted to run, but the man would easily catch her. She didn’t know what he wanted with her or why she was so frightened, but she had a strong feeling that he was dangerous.

As he got closer she realised that he was probably only in his mid twenties – not so much older than her, but with such assurance as he lazily ambled towards her that the last of her confidence crumbled away.

He stopped a couple of feet away, not too close for it to be uncomfortable, but close enough for her to detect a whiff of a subtle cologne.

‘You were ringing the bell of this apartment, weren’t you?’ he asked, his eyes scrunched up as if he was trying to work something out.

‘Yes.’ There was no point denying it.

‘And yesterday?’

‘Yes.’

‘Has someone sent you here?’

Scarlett didn’t understand the question. What could he mean?

‘No. I live next door, so I came to say hello.’ She could hear her voice quivering and swallowed hard.

The man scanned the corridor as if looking for next door.

‘No, not in this wing.’ Scarlett pointed a shaky finger at the dividing wall, on this side decorated with a well-lit piece of modern art. ‘On the other side.’

He took a step towards her, his head slightly lowered.

‘Sorry?’ He said it like he was asking a question, and turned his head to stare at the wall. ‘You’re telling me that you live in the apartment beyond that wall?’

Scarlett had no idea why this was such a big deal. ‘Yes – me and my mum. We moved in a few days ago. It’s only temporary.’

He looked angry and she felt another rush of fear.

His eyes returned to her face. ‘Martin’s told you this apartment’s unoccupied, though, hasn’t he? So why are you here ringing the bell?’

‘I thought I heard someone in there.’

For the first time the man smiled – as if he had heard a joke – and it changed his face. His eyes crinkled and lost their dead look. ‘What, squatters? Don’t you think I might have noticed, living opposite?’

‘I don’t know. I just heard noises,’ Scarlett said, her fear ebbing slightly now that he was smiling.

‘Right. In that case we’d better check it out once and for all then. What’s your name?’

‘Scarlett.’

‘You wait here, Scarlett,’ he said, setting off down the corridor. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t make me have to come and find you.’

Scarlett watched as he disappeared around the corner. Where was he going? What did he mean about checking it out? She noticed that he moved with the grace of a cat, but maybe that was just in comparison to Martin. She didn’t know whether to stay or make a run for it, but the man knew where she lived now. And he had made it clear that he would come for her. She didn’t like the sound of that.

While she was waiting she walked back to the door of the apartment and pressed the bell again, in case everybody was wrong or lying to her. But if they weren’t, where was the laughter coming from? What if she went in there with him and the sounds were all around her, but he couldn’t hear them?

Five minutes later the man came striding back along the corridor, waving a key.

‘Come on, then. Let’s see if there’s one of those laughing clowns that you used to get at funfairs inside. That would explain it.’

She knew he was making fun of her, but she didn’t care. There had to be someone in there. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about.

Scarlett began to feel embarrassed as the man put the key in the lock and pushed the door open.

‘Hello?’ he shouted, and there was an immediate echoing silence. He turned towards her and raised his eyebrows, the sides of his mouth lifting as if to say, ‘You see?’

Scarlett immediately realised the apartment wasn’t like theirs. The door didn’t open straight into the living room. She could see a small hall, and when she poked her head inside there were three doors. She wanted to go in, but not with this man. Nobody knew she was there.

‘Do you want me to wait out here?’ he asked. ‘You can close the door and take the key so I can’t get in to molest you.’

He was laughing at her again. She held out her hand for the key, and he pulled it out of the lock and passed it to her. But then another thought came to her. What if there was someone in there? Wouldn’t that be more dangerous than going in with this man?

She hesitated.

‘Scarlett, I’m not going to hurt you. You know I live in the apartment opposite, so I’d be a bit stupid to do anything you could report to the police, wouldn’t I? And anyway, it’s as dangerous for me as it is for you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Don’t look so scared. What are you – seventeen?’

‘No! I’m fifteen,’ Scarlett said, pleased that he thought she was so grown-up.

‘Really? But even if I never get closer than three feet from you, you could tell the police that I lured you in and tried to attack you – although it wouldn’t be true. So it’s as much a danger for me as it is for you.’

Scarlett didn’t know what to do and was becoming very sorry that she ever had started this, but she had to make a decision.

‘I won’t lock the door, but will you stay in the corridor, please?’

He laughed but agreed, and Scarlett tiptoed into the hall, earning herself another laugh. She pushed open the door to the left, the room furthest from the dividing wall. It looked like it should probably be the bedroom, but there was no furniture in it. The next door led to a large bathroom with a beautiful roll-top bath.

The man leaned against the doorjamb, his arms folded.

Finally she opened the door to the right – into the room that she knew shared a wall with their apartment. It was an impressive space and at least double the size of their sitting room. To her left was a much larger kitchen with shiny white units, a couple of matching black-glass-fronted built-in ovens and an island, separating the kitchen from what Scarlett assumed was the dining area. The whole of the rest of the room was probably intended to be the lounge. Three large windows gave the room light, in spite of the proximity of the red-brick building on the other side of the road.

But there wasn’t a stick of furniture in the room apart from the kitchen units. She stepped further in and jumped out of her skin when she heard a voice behind her.

‘If anyone is living here, I can only assume they’re happy sitting on the floor. It wouldn’t amuse me for long. How about you?’

He had followed her into the room and was blocking her exit to the hall.

‘But I heard laughing and voices,’ she said.

‘Look,’ he said, walking towards her and reaching out one hand to touch her shoulder with the tips of his fingers. Scarlett flinched slightly at his touch. ‘I can see this is upsetting you. You know someone lived in your apartment before who said she heard things?’

‘I know she thought there were ghosts, but I’ve heard the voices and I thought the sound must be travelling through the ventilation system.’

The man shook his head.

‘I was the first occupant in this wing of the building, and this apartment has never been lived in, so maybe the lady who lived in yours was right.’ He turned in a circle, his arm outstretched as if he were an estate agent, showing the scale and possibilities of the room. ‘You can see for yourself that there’s nobody here now, can’t you, and as far as I can see there’s no evidence that anyone has ever been here either.’ He inclined his head towards her. ‘It must be ghosts after all.’

He was looking at her with a mocking smile, as if she was a silly kid. But then his smile became more genuine. It seemed he had decided to be kind.

‘Come on,’ he said, holding out an arm to indicate the door. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

They walked towards the door.

‘Anyway,’ the man said. ‘What’s a young girl like you doing cooped up at home all day? Shouldn’t you be out somewhere with your mates?’

‘My mates are all back at home.’ Scarlett could feel herself blushing. She didn’t want to explain why she was here in Manchester.

‘So why don’t I give you my mobile number, and if you hear any more noises coming from here, you can give me a call. Does that sound like a plan?’

Feeling relieved that he wasn’t dismissing her completely, Scarlett pulled her mobile from her back pocket and handed it to him so he could put in his number. She felt better knowing that someone knew of her fears.

‘We’ll soon sort it, you’ll see,’ he said. ‘Send me a text so I’ve got your number too, and call me any time if you’re worried. Okay?’

Scarlett nodded. He was okay, really, and not as scary as she thought.

She glanced at the phone, where he had entered his name and number.

‘My name’s Lewis,’ he said.
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The phone was answered on the second ring.

‘What do you want?’

‘I want to know why the fuck someone’s living in the apartment in the north wing. What the hell are you playing at?’

‘It’s temporary.’

‘Yes, so I’m told. But it’s a bit late now – a kid’s been round here snooping. Says she heard noises through the ventilation system. It’s exactly because of that kind of risk that the place is supposed to stay empty.’

‘What? There shouldn’t have been anything to hear if you’d done what I said. We agreed to lie low for a month or two, so putting somebody in the apartment shouldn’t have been a problem. Why the hell didn’t you stick to the plan?’

‘Because an opportunity presented itself, and it was too good to pass up.’

‘Jesus, you stupid twat. You should have told me, or were you going to leave me out of this one?’

‘Have I ever done that before?’

‘How the fuck would I know? But end it now and wait until I tell you it’s clear.’

‘No can do. This one’s good, and she’s ready. Once or twice more with me and we’re done. Anyway, don’t put this all on me. Why in God’s name did you let them have the place? You can’t have needed the bloody money.’

‘I needed to know where they were.’

‘Why, for fuck’s sake? Who are they? Who’s the girl?’

There was a silence from the end of the phone for a moment.

‘She’s Bernie’s daughter. She’s living there with his widow.’

‘Shit!’
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It was mid-afternoon before Natalie remembered she had to let Ed know that Alison was going to pick the boxes up. She didn’t know how to handle it, especially after the day before.

It took a while for him to answer the phone, and when he did, he seemed out of breath.

‘Nat, I’m glad you’ve called. We need to talk,’ he said, panting. ‘Sorry. I was in the shower and had to dash down to grab the phone.’

‘I apologise for yesterday,’ Natalie said, feeling embarrassed for the first time ever with this man, not least because of the unwanted image that flashed into her head of water dripping from his naked body.

Ed quickly regained his breath, and his voice was soft as he spoke to her. ‘I need to see you. I wish we hadn’t been interrupted yesterday. I wanted you to look at the camera, to see the pictures for yourself.’

Natalie didn’t know what to say. Whatever had been on the camera yesterday certainly wouldn’t be there today, if it was in any way incriminating.

‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to meet,’ she said. ‘I have to think of Scarlett, and it would give her mixed messages if I said I was leaving her at home so I could see you.’

‘She trusts me, Natalie, even if you don’t.’ There was a touch of bitterness in Ed’s voice. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’

Natalie summoned up the memories of everything that had upset her, from Ed sitting on Scarlett’s bed to him going through Bernie’s belongings, and they strengthened her resolve to say what she had to.

‘I wanted to let you know that Alison’s coming round this evening to collect the boxes from my room. We’re going to store them in her studio for now.’

She heard a sigh. ‘You don’t need to do that, you know. They’re safe here.’

‘It’s decided. Please don’t make this any harder than it needs to be, Ed. I’ve given my tenants notice, and I can pick up the rest of our things as soon as we have somewhere to put them. But if anything’s in your way, I can arrange to have it put in storage.’

‘Natalie, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick about everything. I know you don’t believe me, but you’re wrong. There’s stuff I’ve been keeping from you to protect you, but maybe that was the wrong decision.’ There was a brief pause that Natalie didn’t know how to fill. She was about to ask him what he meant when he said, ‘Have the police been in touch with you yet?’

The quick change of subject threw her for a moment. She hadn’t told Ed who had called when she was in his house, but if he knew about the police, did that mean they were talking to him too?

‘I saw a detective this morning. Scarlett did too. They had me down as living with you. So I had to tell them that had changed.’

‘Did they ask you why?’ Ed sounded worried, and Natalie knew that he was wondering if she had told them about the website.

‘They queried the fact that it had been such a short-lived arrangement, so I said it hadn’t worked out. Have you seen them?’

‘Yes, although as a policeman myself I know their interview techniques and I can see what they’re really after, rather than what they say they’re after.’

Natalie had no idea what this meant, and asked the question.

‘I suspect they were trying to establish how long we’ve had feelings for each other. Basically, Nat, they wanted to know if I was in love with you when Bernie was alive.’

‘What relevance has that to anything?’

She heard a mocking laugh from Ed. ‘Come on. You must know what they were getting at. If you and I were having an affair it would have given me, or you for that matter, a motive for his murder.’

Natalie gasped. That had never occurred to her. ‘So what did you tell them?’

‘I told them the truth, of course. That as far as I am aware you were happily married, but that I’ve been in love with you since you were seventeen years old.’

*

After Ed’s declaration, Natalie had been lost for words and had drawn the conversation to a swift end. She needed to think, and the sounds of the office around her were intruding. The more she tried to focus on her thoughts, the more the buzz of people talking on phones interspersed with the odd burst of laughter distracted her.

She had to get away from everybody, to focus on what Ed had told her. What did he mean about trying to protect her? From what? And had he really been in love with her for all these years?

The conference room that ran along one wall of the open-plan office was unlit and empty. Natalie picked up her laptop to at least suggest that she was working and walked across the office into the darkened room. She closed the blinds on the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out into the main office and didn’t bother to put any lights on.

Resting her elbows on the table and her chin on her cupped hands, she stared blankly at the mind map someone had drawn on the whiteboard during a previous meeting.

Was Ed telling the truth about his feelings? Had Bernie known? Had anyone known? Megan, perhaps?

The memory of a night out when she had had a rare argument with Bernie sprang into her head. Ed had flown to her defence, and Bernie had told him to piss off and mind his own business, but Ed had said that she and Bernie were his business, and he wasn’t prepared to stand by and watch them tear each other to shreds.

That had happened about three months before Bernie’s death. Her husband hadn’t been himself for weeks – months, maybe. Scarlett was right about that, although Natalie had never understood what the problem was and hoped it would blow over. He had withdrawn from her, becoming irritable when she tried to talk to him, and had seemed constantly tired. She knew he hadn’t been sleeping well, and when she turned towards him in bed, he just rolled over, presenting her with his back. They had rarely made love in those last few months, and Natalie was convinced that on the few occasions she had persevered until she managed to arouse some interest, it had been more of a duty than a pleasure for Bernie.

It was easier to look back on that time now. After he died she had focused only on how happy they had been rather than how things were towards the end of his life. She had believed it was a phase – something in his life that was causing him to be unhappy, but not anything fundamentally wrong with their marriage.

But now that she was forcing herself to be honest, she wanted to know why Bernie had been so withdrawn, why he had been unhappy, and what had been worrying him so much that he couldn’t confide in her. Was this what Ed had been trying to protect her from?
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Up to now Tom hadn’t involved himself in the investigation into Bernie Gray’s death – he had left it to Keith, overseen by Becky. But seeing Keith’s sheets of paper stuck to his whiteboard with different-coloured magnetic discs, which Tom was sure had some significance to Keith if not to anyone else, he realised that more details must have come to light since the initial investigation. Kieran O’Connor, the guy who had stolen the car in the first place, now claimed he had an alibi, and if it was corroborated this changed the game. They would no longer be checking details to close any loopholes in the man’s defence, but looking for a far more sinister explanation for Bernie Gray’s death, and it seemed Keith had already started exploring potential motives.

‘Talk me through it,’ Tom said to him. ‘Just give me the background on the names on the board.’

Keith stood tall, knees locked, back straight, his telescopic pen extended to its full length so that he could stand to the side of the board and tap on the relevant pieces of paper.

‘Natalie Gray was Bernard Gray’s wife. Married for fifteen years, and we were led to believe in the initial enquiries that the marriage was happy. But it seems that may not have been the case.’

‘On whose say-so?’ Tom asked.

‘If I may, sir, I’ll get to that,’ Keith said.

Tom saw Becky glance at him with raised eyebrows, but he gave a barely perceptible shake of the head. Keith had his way of doing things, and getting irritated wasn’t going to help anyone, or at least that’s what he told himself.

‘When we interviewed Mrs Gray she said that in the months before his death her husband had been working very hard, putting in lots of overtime. He had also recently joined a gym. She said that now she’s in a better position to be rational, she had to admit that there had been some distance between them, although nothing she saw as serious. She clearly had no idea that her marriage may not have been as perfect as she thought.’

Tom glanced at Becky.

‘Natalie Gray didn’t mention the overtime or the gym during the first interviews,’ she said. ‘She probably thought they were irrelevant. Trouble is, Sergeant Gray hardly did any overtime at all in the last three months of his life, and we’ve checked with his gym. They monitor usage by clients’ swipe cards. He was a member all right, but he only went twice after he joined.’

‘Ah.’ Tom knew what was coming. ‘Carry on, Keith.’

‘Scarlett Gray believes that her father may have been having an affair. She discovered a romantic text from an unknown source and initially believed that it had come from a lady called Alison Morgan, but she is now much less sure.’

‘And how does Alison Morgan know Bernie Gray?’

‘She’s Natalie Gray’s best friend.’

‘Nice,’ said Tom, curling his top lip. ‘Are you going to interview her, then?’

‘Given the sensitivity of the subject, DI Robinson will conduct the interview with me. We’re seeing her later today.’

Tom nodded, and Keith tapped his telescopic pen back and forth on the next two names.

‘Mrs Gray recently moved in with Edward Cooper, but after a matter of weeks she has now moved out and is in temporary accommodation in Manchester. Mr Cooper – or should I say Sergeant Cooper – lives here.’ Keith used his pointer to tap a photo of a house. ‘I was interested in how he had managed to afford such a large property, given his current rank within the police. He says some investments have paid off. We’ll check those out, of course.’

Tom made another note.

‘Megan Jenkins. Other than saying she thought Sergeant Gray was an excellent policeman and a good friend, she had nothing of interest to add.’

Tom tuned out slightly as Keith went through the list of people they had talked to, each of whom apparently had nothing worthwhile to say, so quite why they were on the board at all Tom didn’t know.

Thoughts of Jennifer Bale kept intruding, and the sensation that he was missing something in the investigation into the death of Bernie Gray was thrust to the back of his mind.

*

Becky sensed that they had lost Tom somewhere. He had seemed quiet for the last couple of days and hadn’t mentioned Louisa. Becky hadn’t liked to ask, because she knew she had already pushed the boundaries of their relationship.

As Keith wound up his presentation, Tom stood up and thanked him, then made his way back towards his office.

‘Well done, Keith,’ Becky said, keen to ensure that the sergeant didn’t feel deflated by Tom’s unusual lack of enthusiasm. ‘You’ve done some good work.’

She stood up from her desk and followed Tom to his office. He looked up from his notepad as she walked through the open door.

‘I’m going to interview the possible mistress in a few minutes, Tom, and then I’ll be off. I guess you don’t want me to come in over the weekend?’

‘No, I don’t think there’s any need. Before you go, do we know why Mrs Gray moved out of her love nest with Edward Cooper?’

‘I was there when Natalie Gray was interviewed, and she flushed and wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. Said it was irreconcilable differences. Pretty much what Cooper said too.’

Tom frowned. ‘That suggests they’re either hiding something or it’s sex-related and too difficult to talk about. We need to know which. We’re also going to have to ask Mrs Gray if she thought her husband was having an affair, without dropping the daughter in it if we can help it. Plenty of possible motives to unpack from either the lover or the lover’s husband – if they exist – or even Mrs Gray herself. A woman scorned, and all that.’

Tom leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He was deep in thought.

Sensing that she had lost him again, Becky stood up to leave. She wanted to ask Tom what the problem was but knew he wouldn’t tell her. As she reached the door, Tom sat forward and dropped his hands to the desk.

‘Oh. There was one other thing, Becky. Keith mentioned that Edward Cooper had made his money through investments. Do we know what kind of investments we’re talking about here?’

‘Yes. Property. He started with two-up two-down houses, but more recently he’s switched to apartments in central Manchester. It seems it’s been quite lucrative for him. I think he’s worth a bob or two.’
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It was late when Tom arrived home, almost midnight. He had enjoyed an evening with friends despite still feeling some lingering regret that things hadn’t progressed with Louisa, and on the drive home he had concluded that, disappointing as it was, he obviously hadn’t fulfilled her expectations. He wasn’t sure exactly what had gone wrong, but all he had invested was a bit of hope.

He had just stripped off for a shower before bed when the peal of the doorbell pierced the silence of the house. A caller this late at night usually suggested something was horribly wrong, so with a feeling of apprehension Tom grabbed a towel, fastened it around his waist and ran down to answer the door. He pulled back the bolts and switched on the porch lights to reveal the last person he was expecting to see.

‘Louisa!’

‘Tom, I’m so sorry to call round at this time of night.’ He saw her take in the fact that he was naked apart from a towel. She flushed slightly.

Tom said nothing. He waited. This didn’t make sense after several days of silence.

‘Look,’ she said. ‘I can see you’re about to go to bed – or perhaps you were already in bed. I just wanted to say I’m really sorry I didn’t respond to your text, and I didn’t want to wait any longer to tell you. I did warn you the other night that I’m impulsive.’ She pulled a guilty face.

Tom didn’t know what to make of this, but he stood back and opened the door wide. ‘You’d better come in.’

Louisa came into the hall, but Tom didn’t invite her further into the house. He didn’t understand what was going on here, but he didn’t want to stand on the doorstep with only a small towel covering him from waist to mid-thigh.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Louisa said again. ‘You must think I’m terrible. I engineered a meeting with you, we had a lovely evening, and then I didn’t respond to you for days. But it’s not what it seems.’

Tom didn’t want to use a platitude like it’s okay because it wasn’t. He had just managed to convince himself that it wasn’t the end of the world, and now here she was.

Louisa looked up into his eyes, but he didn’t want her to see how he felt. He looked away.

‘Please, let me explain,’ she said. ‘Your text came in when I was in theatre. Being a doctor is every bit as antisocial as being a policeman, and on this occasion it was a hugely complex case. By the time I’d finished and read your message it was too late to text you back. I didn’t want to wake you, and I bet you have your phone switched on all the time, don’t you? So I went into the on-call room for a sleep because I needed to keep an eye on the patient and check on him regularly during the night.’

Tom looked down at Louisa. She looked beyond tired; she looked exhausted. He felt guilty for keeping her standing in the hall.

‘Give me a minute to get some clothes on, then we can talk. Go into the kitchen – I’ll just be a moment, then I’ll make you a drink.’

Louisa held out a hand and rested it on the soft fair hairs on Tom’s chest.

‘No, don’t go. I want to explain first. I was woken at about 4.30 that night – or morning. There’s been a huge multi-department exercise recently that I’m sure you know about – the major emergency training programme? You do know about that, don’t you?’

Tom nodded, and Louisa continued, her hand still on his chest, but now she was moving it slowly, softly, up and down his skin.

‘I applied for it but wasn’t accepted for the first round. Then the anaesthetist for this exercise called in sick, and they came for me at the crack of dawn. I stumbled out of bed after two hours’ sleep, and I forgot my phone. Not that I would have had the chance to call you, to be honest. It’s been chaos. I got back half an hour ago, and I haven’t even been to the hospital to pick up my phone, so I don’t know if you tried again or just gave up. I wouldn’t blame you. More than anything I wanted to get to you to explain. You need to know that even if I’d hated you after that evening I would have called.’

Tom looked down into her eyes and could see the distress there.

‘And did you?’

Louisa gave him a gentle smile. ‘What, hate you? What do you think?’

Her eyes were giving him messages that he couldn’t fail to read, but after the disappointment of the last few days he wanted to make sure he was on solid ground before he made a wrong assumption, so he changed the subject.

‘And the training? How did that go?’

‘The training was amazing. The only thing is that it brings home how vulnerable we are. The fact that we even have to train for a major incident is scary.’

She looked up at him again, and now her other hand came up to join the first on his chest, both of them moving up to lightly rest on his shoulders. Her cool skin felt good on his warm flesh.

‘Are you furious with me? I really am so sorry. Your text couldn’t have come at a worse time.’

Tom felt himself relax. He hadn’t been wrong. There was a connection between them.

‘I’m not furious, but you look shattered,’ he said. ‘I’d ask you to come in so you can tell me all about it, but you really look as if you need to rest. It’s fine – honestly. Go home, and we’ll talk tomorrow.’

‘I don’t want to go home, Tom.’

He looked at her. ‘Are you sure?’

Louisa raised her eyes to his and no words were necessary, but he couldn’t afford to risk making the wrong move.

‘Give me a minute to get some clothes on and then I’ll get you a drink and something to eat if you like.’

‘Tom, I don’t want anything to eat or drink.’ She stepped closer. Her hands dropped to his waist and she gently pulled him towards her. He lifted his arms and wrapped them around her as she spoke. ‘You can forget about the clothes too, if you like.’
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Natalie had spent the entire weekend with Scarlett, and had done her best to push thoughts of Ed and all he had said to the back of her mind. She wanted her daughter to have her undivided attention, so they went to the cinema and had a meal afterwards, although she was fairly certain that, if asked, neither of them would have been able to say what the film had been about.

Inevitably they’d had to do some shopping for groceries, but Natalie’s head was all over the place, and it was only as she was preparing the evening meal on Sunday that she realised she had forgotten to buy olive oil to make the salad dressing.

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Scarlett said. ‘I’ll go, if you like.’

Natalie glanced out of the window. It was still light outside and only six o’clock. Surely it was safe for Scarlett to go out on her own?

‘Mum, I can see your worried frown from here. I know what you’re thinking.’

‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I still keep thinking about Cliff.’

Earlier that day they had met one of their neighbours for the first time. She had known Cliff for a couple of years and had been checking on his progress. He was still in a coma and the police had no idea who had mugged him.

‘He was so close to home as well,’ the neighbour – a Mrs Parker – told them. ‘And while he’s away we have to put up with that awful Martin. He was the caretaker here while the place was being renovated, but he got the sack once the tenants started moving in. He was never going to cut the mustard with the posh types in the south wing. I guess with Cliff out of action they had to bring him out of retirement, or off the dole at least, as it was an emergency. It wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t mug Cliff himself to get his old job back.’

Natalie thought that highly unlikely now she had met Martin. He would have had to stand on a box to cosh Cliff over the head.

Cliff had been mugged late at night though, and Scarlett was right: Natalie had to let her go. She didn’t want her daughter to be scared of her own shadow.

‘Okay, but go to the shop on Deansgate. It’s main roads all the way.’

Scarlett sighed. ‘Okay,’ she said, drawing out the syllables. ‘But for the record, I did pass the Green Cross Code test when I was about eight. So, on the basis that I’ll stick to the pavements and not walk too close to the edge of the road, do we need anything else?’

As Natalie shook her head, smiling at her daughter’s sarcasm, Scarlett grabbed her bag, heading for the door before her mum could change her mind.

*

The usually busy streets of Manchester were quiet at this time on a Sunday evening. Even with Sunday opening in most of the stores, by now they were closed and it was too early for people heading into Manchester to eat. Scarlett liked Manchester like this, and she dawdled along the road, stopping to look in shop windows as she went.

Knowing she had taken too long and her mum would be getting worried, she speeded up a little on the way back and decided to take a short cut. It was still daylight, for goodness’ sake. What on earth could happen to her?

She turned into a side street, certain that up ahead was the road that ran between their apartment block and the red-brick buildings on the other side. They rarely looked out of their small window, as there was no view to speak of – not much more than a glimpse of the sky, as the buildings opposite were so close.

She crossed the road to see if she could spot their apartment from the outside. On the far left she could see the long thin window that she knew marked the location of their fire escape. She counted along the windows, knowing there were three apartments on this side, each the same as theirs – one window in the bedroom and one in the sitting room.

Scarlett looked up and counted to the sixth window, which would be their sitting room. She knew she had the right place, because they had put a lamp on the wide window ledge, hoping to make the place look more like home without that awful overhead light on all the time. Scarlett could see it from the street.

She looked to the right, hoping to see someone looking out of one of the windows in the apartment on the other side of the wall, if only to prove that she hadn’t been imagining the noises she had heard. But each of the six corresponding windows had a dead, unoccupied look.

She turned to walk away, but suddenly stopped and stared back at the building. Six windows between their sitting room with the lamp and the fire escape at the other corner of the building, with its long, thin window.

She closed her eyes and imagined herself walking around the empty apartment again. There was one window in the bedroom – she was sure of that, because the room had been dark, just like theirs. The bathroom had one window too, between the bedroom and the living room. And she was absolutely certain that the living room had only three windows. She could picture them in her head.

So why, from the outside, could she see a sixth window? Did that mean there was another room and somehow she had missed it? She was certain she hadn’t seen a door, though.

Maybe her memory was flawed. Or maybe she just hadn’t noticed the door. But that was hard to believe. What if there was a secret room, and it had been closed up because it was haunted? She smiled at her childish thoughts.

She had no sensible explanation, but there really was an extra window – she wasn’t imagining that – and now she would have to tell her mum.

*

Scarlett was out of breath by the time she got back to the flat, but she couldn’t wait to talk about what she thought she had discovered. If there was an extra room, where was the door? In their flat, or in the empty apartment on the other side of the wall? Was the room haunted, or did somebody live there? She was going to be the person who solved the mystery of the ghost in their building, and as soon as she had told her mum what she had discovered she was going to check the wall in their sitting room to see if there was any sign of an entrance to a secret room.

She put her key in the lock and pushed the door open eagerly, expecting her mum to be in the kitchen. Instead, she found her sitting on the sofa, her head in her hands. She felt the smile disappear from her face.

‘Mum?’

She didn’t look up, and Scarlett knew she had been crying. She dumped the bottle of olive oil on the kitchen counter and rushed over to her.

‘What’s up? What’s happened?’

Her mum sniffed and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand.

‘I’ve just spoken to Alison. I haven’t heard from her since she collected the boxes from Ed’s, so I called her.’

‘And?’ Scarlett prompted.

‘I didn’t want to have to tell you this, Scarlett, but I don’t want you to hear it from anybody else.’

Scarlett felt slightly sick. She had a feeling she knew what was coming.

‘Alison was asked to attend an interview with the police. It seems someone’s suggested that your dad was having an affair, and they wanted to talk to Alison to find out if it was with her. I don’t want you to worry about it, sweetheart. It’s probably somebody being malicious, but Alison’s very upset about it.’

Scarlett swallowed. ‘Did she tell you who told the police?’

‘No. She said she didn’t know. But she was lying. She just didn’t want to say anything else that might hurt me.’
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Tom whistled as he walked down the corridor. It surprised him that so few people whistled these days and he often attracted a strange look as he passed people. Today he didn’t much care. This morning it felt to him that all was well with his world.

He had only just put his briefcase down when Becky appeared in his open doorway. She took one look at him and raised her eyebrows. Tom ignored her expression and said nothing. Becky put her head on one side as if asking a question, but it wasn’t one that Tom was prepared to answer.

‘What have we got this morning, Becky?’ he asked.

She appeared to get the message and strode forward with, as usual, a pile of files in her hands. ‘There are a few cases I want to go over with you, but one thing has come up that you might be interested in with regard to Jennifer Bale.’

Tom was keen to make progress with this investigation. Even if the guy she had been having sex with didn’t take her onto the roof and push her off, he may as well have done. At fifteen Jennifer shouldn’t have had to suffer the rough and undoubtedly painful sex – whether forced or not – that the evidence was pointing to.

There were also the two comments – one from her friend Naeema and one from her brother Archie. It sounded very much as if Jennifer had been under someone’s spell and perhaps had seen suicide as the only way out.

‘Good news if we’ve got a lead.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t go quite that far, but we’ve got something that might point to a reason why she wanted to die. The tech guys have had her computer for a while now but were sidetracked on to another big case so have only just got round to checking it out.’

Becky took a sheet of paper from one of the files she was holding and slid it across the desk towards Tom. It was a colour print of a photograph.

Tom looked at the image. It was a girl, naked, crouched on all fours, her knees bent tightly underneath her. The photograph was taken from behind, but she was looking back over her left shoulder towards the camera. The face had been blurred using photo-editing software.

Tom looked at Becky. ‘Jennifer?’ he asked.

‘We’re fairly certain, yes. We compared this photo with some images taken by the pathologist, and the birthmark on her left hip matches, although it’s slightly distorted because of the angle.’

‘And they found this on her computer?’ Tom asked.

‘It had been deleted, but Jennifer obviously wasn’t technically savvy enough to know that deleted doesn’t actually mean deleted, even if she emptied her trash.’

Tom turned the picture over and slid it back across the desk to Becky.

‘Do we know how she got the image?’

‘We do. It was emailed to her. And there was a message.’

‘A threat, no doubt. I can hear it in your voice, Becky. What did it say?’

‘“Tomorrow this goes viral. You know what I want. It’s up to you.”’ Becky pulled a face. ‘Bastard,’ she muttered.

Sometimes Tom despised social media for all the negative uses people constantly found for it, and this was just another example of how dangerous it could be.

‘When was the email sent?’ he asked.

‘Two days before she died. The next night was her so-called swimming trip, and if I had to put money on it, I’d say she went to see lover-boy to beg him not to post it, because whatever he wanted she wasn’t going to be able to provide.’

‘And I guess the email’s untraceable?’ Tom didn’t really need to ask, but you never knew. Sometimes people could make mistakes or, if they were amateurs, didn’t know how easy it was to track them down online.

‘Of course. He’ll have used Tor or similar to reroute the message all round the world. And he probably sent it from an unregistered phone using a public hotspot. There’s no chance at all.’

‘But it actually tells us a lot, Becky, when we add in everything else we’ve got.’ Tom paused to get his thoughts in order. ‘We have a fifteen-year-old girl who looks twelve. You’ve seen the picture of her.’ Tom pointed to the downturned image. ‘She has the body of a twelve-year-old too. She felt she was completely under this guy’s control. He had sex with her, and she allowed him – or was forced to allow him – to take photos of her. And then what does he do?’

‘Threatens her with exposure,’ Becky said, ‘unless she does something else for him. What do you reckon – more pictures?’

‘Possibly, but if he had sex with her, then my guess is that he was preparing her for more. A wider audience, perhaps. It’s a double whammy for him – first the pictures, which we know he’ll be able to sell through the dark web to the perverted bastards who like this kind of thing, and then once he’s broken her, she’s like a lamb to the slaughter.’

Becky was shaking her head as if that would make the truth go away. ‘You think this is about more than Jennifer, don’t you?’

‘The set-up, plus the slow stripping of the girl’s dignity and trust so that she no longer has the power to make her own decisions, don’t strike me as the work of a novice. This guy’s done it before and he’ll do it again. I’m sure of it.’
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I’m so glad the weekend’s nearly over. I’ve had to get through three whole days without seeing him, but I know he wants to see me again.

Last week I thought I’d lost him forever. He didn’t call and didn’t text for a whole day, even though I sent him loads of messages.

And then, when I was sure I’d never see him again, his name flashed up on my phone: I’m sorry about last time. It won’t happen again. Do you trust me?

My hands were shaking so much that I almost couldn’t get my thumbs to work to reply to him. He asked me if I would go to the studio right away! I didn’t even stop to think about it. I had a quick shower and washed my hair before setting off.

‘You look nice, love,’ Shirley said as I told her I was going out. ‘Have a good time now, won’t you.’

For a moment I wondered what she would say if she knew what I was going to do. But I couldn’t think like that.

When the car dropped me outside the building, he was waiting for me at the back door. He touched my cheek with his finger and smiled at me, but he didn’t hug me. I wasn’t sure my legs would carry me up two flights of stairs, but somehow they did. And then we were in his studio. It looked the same, but it felt different. Or maybe I felt different.

I turned to face him, and he stared into my eyes. ‘Do you want to get ready?’ he asked.

I swallowed hard. ‘What would you like me to wear?’

He gave a lopsided smile but said nothing for a moment. Then he reached over to the bed and picked up a pure-white dress that was lying on the dark blue sheets. It was fine cotton, with a high neck and cap sleeves. It was very short and a younger style than the things I’ve worn before. He must have seen me frown.

‘It’s a different magazine, so a different look. Do you want to pop it on and give me a shout when you’re ready?’

I stripped off completely and slipped the dress over my head. There was no zip this time and I was almost disappointed.

I shouted for him to come in. He still hadn’t touched me apart from the stroke on the cheek earlier, and I didn’t know what to expect. Maybe in more childish clothes he wouldn’t want me any more. Perhaps that was his plan. I felt sick at the thought.

He stopped in the doorway and looked me up and down. The dress only came halfway down my thighs, and I’ve never thought much of my legs. But he was smiling.

He walked over to the bed and sat down. ‘Come here,’ he said.

I sat down beside him. ‘No, not there. Here,’ he said, patting his thighs.

I stood up and turned round, lowering myself onto him, knowing that my dress was too short for this, but he was looking into my eyes. I steadied myself by resting a hand on his shoulder, and one of his arms circled my waist. He raised his other arm to tuck my hair behind my ear, then let his warm hand fall to rest on the cold flesh just above my knee.

I don’t regret what happened next. Not for one minute. That’s why the weekend has seemed unbearably long. I can’t wait to see him again. I think he loves me.

I get my notepad out again and draw his name in an elaborate design, over and over.

Lewis, Lewis, Lewis.
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Sunday evening had been a disaster, and Natalie was suffering for it when she woke up on Monday morning. She was going to have to get up and go to work, but she shouldn’t have drunk a whole bottle of wine. Once upon a time her body would have shrugged it off, but she knew from bitter experience that she was one of those people who actually felt progressively worse with a hangover as the day wore on, rather than better. No amount of black coffee was going to take away that nauseous feeling that too much white wine gave her.

So why did she persist in drinking it?

She knew the answer all too well. It took the edge off. It allowed her to forget.

Natalie had never been a big drinker – that was Bernie’s role in their marriage, and she had always been the sensible one who stayed off the booze so one of them could drive home. She had stopped drinking completely when she was pregnant, and had never really got back into the habit. Until Bernie died.

The past few days had just been so dreadful. She wanted to focus on the future, but the revitalised enquiry into Bernie’s death had taken over her head. She didn’t believe for one moment that Bernie and Alison had been having an affair. From the day Bernie asked her to marry him, Natalie had been clear on her feelings about infidelity, saying that they should operate a zero-tolerance policy where extramarital relationships were concerned. He had agreed wholeheartedly, and she had never once suspected him of breaking the rules they had set for themselves. Besides which, Bernie didn’t even like Alison that much, particularly in the year before he died. He had actually tried several times to persuade Natalie not to see her friend, and now – as with so many of the questions raging through her mind – she wished she had asked him what the problem was.

Natalie sat up in bed and hugged her knees. In the cold light of day she had to think about the truth, rather than living in a bubble of believing that everything in her marriage had been perfect. Could it be true that Bernie had been seeing someone else? And if so, who? Not Alison. She was her best friend, for goodness’ sake. Maybe he had met someone during one of his cases – some woman in distress who had appealed to his ridiculously soft heart. She had always teased him about his susceptibility to a sob story, but perhaps one time it got the better of him.

To Natalie it seemed that things had started to go wrong when Bernie was seconded to a special project team for six months. He had been so pleased to pass his detective exams a couple of years earlier and had been thrilled to be selected for the team, but near the end of his time there he said he was sick of the travel and had asked to be transferred back into uniform as soon as possible.

She had always assumed that the change in his behaviour had been down to stress. Maybe she had been wrong. Maybe all along it was another woman.

Natalie wished she hadn’t told Scarlett what Alison had said. Scarlett had burst into tears at the thought of her dad being unfaithful, and she hadn’t needed to know. Poor Scarlett. She had idolised Bernie. And then, after all the tears, the poor kid had had to sit there and watch her mum getting steadily more drunk as the evening progressed.

Natalie flung back the bedding. She was disgusted with herself. Scarlett had sensibly chosen to sleep on the sofa again last night, not wanting to inhale second-hand wine fumes, no doubt, and as Natalie made her way as silently as possible to the bathroom, she could see that Scarlett had turned to face the wall. She knew her daughter was feigning sleep. Her body was too rigid.

‘I’m so sorry, sweetheart,’ she whispered.

She waited, but Scarlett didn’t acknowledge her, still pretending to be asleep, so with a shake of her head at her own stupidity Natalie went into the bathroom and closed the door.

*

Scarlett couldn’t bring herself to speak, but it had nothing to do with a bottle of wine or unwanted revelations about her dad. She knew perfectly well that it was her fault the police had interviewed Alison. She had kept her suspicions to herself for more than eighteen months, and she was furious that Alison had now told her mum, especially as Alison seemed confident that she would be able to prove the text message didn’t come from her phone.

The problem was, it wasn’t just the text that Scarlett had told the police about. She had discovered her dad had lied, and she could still remember every vivid moment of that evening.

It had happened a few weeks before he died. Scarlett had been round at Gracie’s after school, revising for a test the next day, and had been walking home when Ed had pulled up beside her in his car.

‘Hop in, Scarlett. It looks like it’s going to chuck it down any minute. I’ll give you a lift home on my way to work. I’m on nights again.’

As they had driven through the village, Ed chatting away and asking her all sorts of school-related questions, Scarlett had looked to her left out of the window and seen someone jogging down one of the lanes that ran off the main road. The jogger had then turned into a gateway. There was no doubt at all in her mind that it was her dad because he had just taken up jogging to get rid of some of what he called his spare tyre, and he had bought an absolutely hideous bright green running jacket. She nearly pointed him out to Ed, but he had been teasing her dad about his midlife crisis, so she had kept quiet.

Scarlett hadn’t thought much about it until she got home. She was walking down the hall to the kitchen, about to ask why Dad was out jogging, when her mum called out to her.

‘Tea’s ready. Dump your coat and sit down. We’re not waiting for Dad. He’s gone out for a jog, and then he’s going round to Ed’s for some supper and to watch the match on TV. At least we’ll be spared a night of football.’

Scarlett had been stunned and almost blurted out that Ed was working and wasn’t going to be in that evening.

Through the rain-streaked window she couldn’t tell exactly which gate her dad had turned into, but the only person they knew well down that road, as far as she was aware, was Alison. She didn’t want to say anything until she’d had a chance to ask her dad about it. It would be typical of her to expose a secret meeting to plan a surprise present for her mum.

And then she hadn’t had the opportunity to ask the question. It was nearly Christmas, and although the incident never entirely left her head, there had been such a lot happening, and it didn’t seem the right time to cause any upset. Then two days before he died she saw the text on his phone. It had all slotted into place – or at least, she had thought so. She had been so furious with him that she hadn’t been able to speak to him. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he had to say.

That last day – the day he died – she had told him she had read the text message and that strange expression had come over his face. She could see it now as clearly as if it had been yesterday. The muscles in his face relaxed, and he had smiled as if what he had been going to tell her later would have resolved everything in her mind.

She wished she hadn’t told the police. She hadn’t planned to name anyone, but it just slipped out that she had originally suspected Alison.

She felt the tears trickle sideways across the bridge of her nose to drop onto the pillow. She had caused this. She was the one who had given the police the evidence to question Alison. And her mum was suffering because of it.

With so much tension in the room, last night hadn’t been the right time for Scarlett to talk about her suspicion that there was another room in the apartment next door. It now seemed so irrelevant and trivial that Scarlett couldn’t understand why she had been excited about it. She was going to forget it. It was none of her business, and she had more important things to think about.
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Tom was walking out of a conference room at the end of a boring presentation on budgets when he heard his name called.

‘DCI Douglas, do you have a minute?’

It was Philippa of course, and everybody within earshot knew that she normally called him Tom, so why she had resorted to formality he didn’t know. But he would play along.

‘Yes, Detective Superintendent Stanley,’ he said with a wide smile. ‘What can I do for you?’

He was sure he heard a slight snigger from one of his colleagues, but he didn’t take his eyes off Philippa. She was great at her job – a job that Tom wouldn’t do if they paid him ten times his current salary – but sometimes she was unnecessarily pompous.

Her eyes narrowed slightly. She had got the message and wasn’t best pleased but would let it pass. She never dwelt on anything inconsequential.

‘I wondered if there’s been any progress on the investigation into Sergeant Gray’s death?’

‘You know that the joyrider claims to have an alibi and says he abandoned the car well before the accident, I suppose? We’re still checking, but we’ve not managed to track down the people he says he was with. If he is the one who killed Bernie Gray his behaviour deviated from his previous pattern, without a doubt.’

‘So what else have you got?’

‘We’ve been re-interviewing everybody, and interestingly a couple of new things have come to light. Gray’s daughter apparently believed he was having an affair, so we’re looking into it to see if maybe some jealous husband might be involved, although as yet we’re not sure who he was having the affair with.’

‘So why didn’t the silly girl tell us this at the time?’ Philippa made no attempt to hide her exasperation.

Tom paused for a moment as if thinking.

‘Well, let me see. Maybe she was so devastated at her father’s death that it never occurred to her? Or perhaps she thought – as we all did and broadly speaking still do – that it was some kids who had stolen a car, so there was nothing to be gained by smearing his name. Or possibly she knew how much her mother would be hurt. I suspect any one of those, or even a combination of them all, could have silenced her.’

‘Oh,’ Philippa said, looking slightly sheepish for a moment. ‘Nevertheless, it might be good news.’

‘We’re hoping so, but there are a couple of bits of conflicting evidence. The daughter had it fixed in her head that Bernie was having an affair with his wife’s best friend but has recently revised that view, and the friend – Alison Morgan – says she didn’t send the incriminating text message the daughter found. Apparently she can prove it.’

‘And what was so damning about the text message?’

‘I think the words “I love you” probably did it for the daughter.’

Philippa didn’t respond, so he continued to fill her in.

‘We’ve asked the analysts to interrogate Gray’s telephone records and they should hopefully be able to work out who sent the text message, even though the sender withheld their number. Of course we won’t be able to get the content of the messages without his mobile, which I think was smashed to smithereens in the crash, so we’ll have to whittle it down from there. If he was seeing someone else, I’m confident we can find out who.’

‘He was quite a good-looking chap, actually,’ Philippa said, as if that explained the affair, although Tom couldn’t quite see the relevance.

‘There are plenty of ugly mugs who have affairs too, you know. Anyway, when did you meet Sergeant Gray?’

‘He worked here. It was when you were away. I can’t remember if you were working for the Met at the time or having an easy time of it in Cheshire. He was part of a joint task force. Operation Sphere, it was code-named. He was a detective when he came to us, but I gather that after his time here he decided to revert to uniform.’

‘And the case he was working on, did we rule out any links to his death?’

‘Oh, he asked to be returned to division at least six months before he died, and he certainly wasn’t a high-profile member of the team. Get Sergeant Sims to look at it again, but I can’t see the relevance. What about your suicide case? You should really hand that back, you know, Tom.’

‘I know. We’re fairly sure that it was a suicide, but I still want to know what led a young girl like that to jump off a roof, and I think we may be on the track of something a lot bigger than one suicide. So unless you think I’m not giving enough attention to the other crimes on my list, I’d rather stick with it, if you don’t mind. In fact, we’re due to go out and see the girl’s parents again later today.’

‘How are they doing?’ Philippa asked in an uncharacteristic show of empathy for the bereaved.

‘Badly. The father is devastated, as you might expect. He blames himself for not listening to the girl. The mother is refusing to believe that her daughter would do such a thing, given the impact it will have on the family’s reputation.’

Even Philippa raised her eyes at that one. ‘Gosh.’

Philippa had to be the only police officer in the whole of Manchester who used Gosh as an expression of intense surprise without any trace of irony.

‘Yes, gosh indeed. There’s a very complex dynamic in that family, but at some point the truth is going to hit Mrs Bale, and I genuinely don’t know how they will all deal with it when it does.’

Tom didn’t mention the photos that had been found. He wanted to be one hundred per cent sure that they were of Jennifer first, because it would inevitably result in conclusions being drawn and might muddy the waters. He wanted everybody to think clearly. But Tom was going to find the bastard who had taken them.
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It was four o’clock in the afternoon by the time Scarlett switched off the vacuum cleaner. She had spent the morning scouring Internet recipe sites for meals she felt capable of cooking for the two of them, and then she had gone shopping for the ingredients. She needed to do something right for once. It was her fault the police had spoken to Alison, and she wanted to try to make things better.

When she had walked back into the apartment, it had felt musty and there was still a vague smell of stale wine in the air, so she had thrown the small window open and nipped back out to buy some sweet-smelling freesias, which were now in a tumbler on the coffee table.

Cleaning wasn’t her forte, or her mum’s either, although a duster had been flashed around very briefly in the seconds before Alison had visited. Scarlett thought briefly of her mum’s friend. She had considered phoning her that morning and telling her how much upset she had caused, but then she had thought better of it. She knew what Alison would say – she would blame Scarlett for telling the police a pack of lies.

Only they weren’t lies. She knew what she had seen, and it was up to the police to find out the truth.

With nothing left to clean, Scarlett sat down on the sofa and leaned back, her hands behind her head. She had been keeping herself busy to stop the thoughts from crowding in on her. She kept saying to anyone who would listen that she wasn’t a child, and so maybe she should take responsibility for her actions and tell her mum what she had told the police and why.

Tears were spilling down her cheeks again, but she quickly raised a hand to wipe them away and sat forward on the sofa, her ears straining. She could hear someone. It was coming from above her, or was it from the other side of the wall? A voice, a young voice, female, she was sure.

‘Please,’ the voice said. ‘I promise. I promise.’

The voice was suddenly cut off. Scarlett thought of the sixth window and her idea that there was a secret room. Was that really possible? Was there someone in there? What if the girl was being held against her will? Was it real, or was she imagining it?

Whatever was happening, she had to tell someone. If she called Lewis, he would be able to find out if someone was there.

Scarlett grabbed her phone from the coffee table and searched for Lewis’s number. She pressed Call and waited for it to connect.

She listened as the call was connected.

It was ringing.

A second later there was another sound all around her in the room, the sound of an irritatingly chirpy ringtone. And it was coming through the ventilation duct from the other side of the wall.
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Scarlett realised her mistake almost immediately and hung up, and the ringing on the other side of the wall stopped, as she had known it would. She shouldn’t have done that.

He was there. In the room. And he would know that she had heard his phone. Why else would she have hung up so quickly?

Maybe he had seen someone going in and had gone to investigate. But the thought lasted no more than a couple of seconds. That wasn’t it at all.

She ran into the bedroom and closed the door. How could she stop Lewis from knowing what she had heard? She didn’t even know why it mattered, but if he had known all along that somebody was in that apartment it meant he had lied to her. He was hiding something, and she didn’t know what.

She shouldn’t have panicked, and somehow she needed to put it right. Lewis couldn’t have known she was in their sitting room; she could have been calling him from somewhere else. But he might guess.

She had no idea what to do, but the problem was taken out of her hands when her phone started to ring. She looked at the screen. It was him, Lewis. She could barely hold her phone in her damp hand.

‘Hello,’ he said when she failed to speak. She couldn’t read his voice and didn’t know what he was thinking. ‘Did you just call me?’

Scarlett forced herself to smile, knowing he would hear it in her voice.

‘Oh, hi,’ she said. ‘Yes, sorry. I called your number by mistake when I was trying to call my friend, but I dropped my phone before you answered and it cut off.’ She was talking too much, and she knew it.

‘Where are you?’ he asked.

‘In my bedroom, reading.’

‘Have you heard any more strange noises?’

Last time he had laughed at her, but this time there wasn’t a trace of amusement in his voice, and she knew exactly why he was asking. Scarlett swallowed and forced the smile wider.

‘No, I guess it must have come from the apartment upstairs or something. Sorry I bothered you about it.’

‘You didn’t bother me. I was going to text you later anyway, to check that you’re all right.’

Scarlett’s heart was thumping. She couldn’t help feeling a slight thrill that he had been thinking about her, but why didn’t he tell her that he was in the room next door? She knew the sound had to be coming from the other apartment. She could practically reach her hand through the wall and touch the girl on the other side. Who was she? And why had Lewis lied about where he was?

They ended the call with Lewis promising to keep in touch.

‘I don’t like the thought of a girl like you being cooped up all day,’ he said. ‘Maybe I could buy you a cup of coffee one morning.’

Scarlett had stammered a response, not knowing whether the idea of a cup of coffee with Lewis was exciting or terrifying.

As she put her phone down she suddenly remembered that she had taken a photo of the building. With everything that happened the night before, she had completely forgotten about it.

She scrolled through the images on her phone and found the final picture. Using her finger and thumb to enlarge the image, she could clearly see which was their window. The lamp was there. She scrolled the picture sideways to show the south wing. There was definitely only one apartment on that side of the building, so the sixth window in the picture had to belong to a room between that apartment and theirs, and there was no sign of a doorway through from their flat – she had checked.

Every one of the windows in the picture showed as nothing more than a black void, so there were no clues to be had there. Scarlett had gone through the layout of the empty apartment in her head over and over again. There were no more doors and, more to the point, she was sure there were only five windows.

There had to be another room.
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There was no question in Tom’s mind that he would be seeing Louisa that evening – work permitting – so he called in at the shops on his way home to buy fresh pasta, smoked salmon and a few herbs to make a simple supper, should Louisa be hungry. He didn’t want to spend the whole evening cooking, and these ingredients would take him about five minutes to prepare. He had also selected a Sauvignon Blanc from the Veneto region of Italy, which was now chilling in the fridge.

While he waited for Louisa to arrive, Tom thought about the plan of action that had been agreed with Becky and the team investigating Jennifer Bale’s death. They hadn’t given up on the images from the swimming pool CCTV, but were focusing on the hunt for the boy or man who had taken the photograph of Jennifer. Someone needed to keep Mr and Mrs Bale up to speed in the unlikely but not impossible event that the source of the photograph came to light, and as Tom and Becky were the only police officers with any relationship – if you could call it that – with the family, it seemed to make sense for them to be the ones to talk to the parents.

They had visited them that afternoon, and the conversation hadn’t gone well.

‘Mr and Mrs Bale, as you know we have of course been continuing to investigate the circumstances of your daughter’s death.’

‘And so you should.’ Mrs Bale leaned forward in her chair, her chin jutting out as if Tom was personally to blame for her daughter’s death. ‘Did you find out how she came to fall, then? Was she pushed, or did she slip on something?’

Tom repeated everything he had told the Bales several days previously. ‘There’s no indication that anyone else was present at the scene, and those findings haven’t changed, I’m afraid.’

Mrs Bale sat back heavily in her seat with a huge sigh. ‘So what are you here for if you’ve not worked out who killed her yet?’

Gregory Bale looked at his wife, his bloodshot eyes flashing with irritation.

‘Give it a rest, Linda. Listen to the man.’

Mrs Bale’s body snapped upright, and her head swivelled towards her husband as if she had misheard him. It seemed she understood the supposed rules of their life, though, and so after a few seconds of gazing at her husband, lips pursed, she folded her hands in her lap and sat back again.

‘Mr Douglas,’ Gregory Bale said, his voice now polite but uncertain, ‘if you’ve got something more to say to us, please carry on. You won’t be interrupted again. Tell us what you’ve discovered.’ He locked eyes with Tom as he spoke, and there was a message there. His eyebrows were lowered, and his gaze intense.

Tom suddenly realised what Mr Bale was trying to tell him. His wife had no idea what they had found out about her daughter’s sexual history. Her husband hadn’t told her. He had left it to Tom.

Tom quashed his irritation, realising how difficult it would have been for this man to convince his wife of the truth, and spoke gently, repeating everything he had said previously to Mr Bale. It was as if it became real to the man for the first time, and tears ran silently down his face. His wife forgot her vow of silence, but Tom could hardly blame her.

‘Do you mean she was raped?’ she asked, the horror of the thought showing in a whitening of the skin over her prominent cheekbones.

‘We don’t know for certain. Often when a girl is raped there are defence wounds, as if she tried to fight the man off. We didn’t see anything like that. And it was fairly clear that it had happened more than once because some of the bruising was old. But even if she didn’t fight him off, she may well have been coerced into having sex with him.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Bale, but there are some evil, devious people out there who feel no compunction about manipulating those who are less able to defend themselves. They use a combination of flattery, promises and threats, hitting their targets in the most vulnerable spot they can find to get what they want.’

‘Why are you only telling us this now?’ Mrs Bale’s aggression was taking over again, and Tom carefully avoided looking at Jennifer’s father.

‘We wanted to try to understand a little better what might have happened to her, but now we know the direction the investigation is going to take, we needed to bring you up to speed on everything.’

As Mrs Bale prepared to launch into another attack, her husband’s hand shot out and grabbed her forearm. She gave him another fierce glance, but once again was silent.

‘Let the man speak,’ he said.

Tom explained what they had discovered on Jennifer’s computer, and how they feared it might have been used against her. Both her parents stared at him, as if he were speaking an unknown foreign language.

‘You think she did some of this willingly, then?’ Mr Bale asked, for once beating his stunned wife to the question.

Tom leaned forward, clasping his hands between his knees. ‘We really don’t know. But as I said, on past experience of these kinds of things I would suspect Jennifer was initially flattered by this boy, man – we think a young man is more likely – and thought he considered her to be special. He will have toyed with her so that she wanted him more than he wanted her, blown hot and cold. By then she would probably have done anything not to lose him. Once he had persuaded her to let him take photos of her – saying that he wanted to be able to look at her when he couldn’t be with her, of course – she was out of her depth. Next would come the threats to expose her, to put her photos out on social media.’

‘And Archie?’ Mr Bale asked. ‘Archie said she asked him to go with her. Why would she do that?’

‘I suspect Jennifer wanted Archie to go with her because then the man couldn’t do anything – couldn’t take any photos. She would have told him that she had to look after her little brother.’

Mrs Bale was still staring at Tom. Two deep furrows had settled between her eyes and her lips were slightly parted. When she spoke, her voice was soft, unlike any he had heard from her before. It was the voice of realisation, of acceptance.

‘Jennifer killed herself, didn’t she? She really did. She did it to save us the shame.’

She sat back and closed her eyes and Mr Bale went to kneel in front of her, pulling her forward into his arms.

Tom and Becky had risen silently from their seats and left the Bales to their renewed grief.

*

Tom’s recollections of the conversation with the Bales and of the horror in their eyes were interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.

Louisa.

He pushed all thoughts of the case to the back of his mind as he walked towards the front door, knowing that if he allowed himself to dwell on the traumatic end to a young girl’s life it would spoil the evening for both of them. It was hard to block out his job, but over the years he had learned that he worked much better if he gave his mind a rest for a while. And he was impossible to be with if he didn’t shut out the horror.

As soon as Louisa was over the threshold, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him on the mouth. After a few moments she pulled back and smiled at him. ‘I thought that was better than Hello,’ she said.

‘Much better,’ Tom agreed, pulling her back towards him.

When they had said hello very thoroughly, Tom led Louisa into the kitchen.

‘Food? Drink?’

‘Ah, here’s the bad news. I’m in theatre tomorrow morning at six, so one glass of wine only, please. But food of any description would be fantastic.’

Tom set about making his simple dinner as they talked about their day, although he kept the details of his case to himself and he suspected Louisa did the same.

The conversation flowed as they ate, each of them eager to know about the other. She talked about her sister in America and her parents, who had retired to the south coast. Tom listened, smiling at anecdotes of her happy but slightly bohemian upbringing. It appeared both of her parents had been actors but had never managed to hit the big time.

‘Do you have any siblings?’ Louisa asked.

‘A brother, Jack.’

‘Tell me about him.’

And so Tom told her about how Jack had locked himself in his bedroom as a teenager, listening to heavy rock music, tying his long wild black hair back with any old bit of wire left over from building his computer, and how he had started and grown his own business in Internet security. Tom left out some of the less salubrious details of Jack’s early life.

‘Your brother sounds like a cool guy.’

‘He was.’

‘Was?’ Louisa asked as she ate her last mouthful of pasta.

Tom should have thought about this before. He gave Louisa the only answer he could: ‘Jack’s no longer with us.’

Louisa put her fork down with a slight clatter and looked at Tom, an expression of horror on her face.

‘I’m so sorry, Tom. I wouldn’t have asked if I’d had any idea.’

‘You couldn’t have known,’ he answered.

‘Can I ask what happened, or would you rather not talk about it?’

‘It’s well documented on the Internet – Jack was quite well known because of his business. There was an accident in a speedboat. Nobody really knows the details.’

Louisa said no more, but reached over and squeezed his hand, then gathered up the plates. Tom started to rise from his seat.

‘No, you sit there,’ Louisa said. ‘You cooked, I clear up.’

Tom didn’t argue because he knew he would lose. He liked to see her busying herself in his kitchen, and it gave him a minute to think about Jack.

He realised that he was lost in his own thoughts when he felt Louisa’s arms go around his shoulders from behind. He hadn’t even noticed her approaching. She said nothing and held him close for a moment as if she could feel his pain.

‘Why don’t you tell me about the lovely girl I can see in pictures all over your house?’ she asked.

Tom relaxed and felt a smile lighten his face. ‘That’s Lucy. She’s my daughter.’

Now he was on safer ground.
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The atmosphere between Scarlett and her mum had been tense the evening before, although both of them had made an effort to be normal.

Scarlett had been thinking of saying something about the sounds she had heard through the wall and the mystery of the sixth window, even about Lewis. But she was certain her mum wouldn’t approve of her going out for a coffee with him, even if it was to a busy café in the centre of Manchester. Not that she had decided to go. There was something scary about him.

In truth, Scarlett was bored. Her schoolwork would have to be done, but she didn’t want to spend all day and every day on it. What she wanted to do more than anything was get into the apartment next door to confirm her suspicions, but she didn’t know how. Lewis said he had asked Martin for the key, but she was certain that the same request from her would be met with a refusal, so she decided to tell the caretaker she had lost her sunglasses and wondered if she had put them down in there when Lewis showed her round. She doubted he would want to be bothered going with her. At least she hoped not.

She thought it might be better to wait until after ten o’clock. She had no idea what Lewis did for a job, but it had been late afternoon when they had met in the corridor so she hoped he worked mornings and wouldn’t catch her snooping around.

She forced herself to wait, watching the minutes tick by on her mobile. At ten o’clock precisely she bent down to tie her trainers, unable to drive out the thought that she may have to make a run for it to escape from Martin again.

Scarlett made her way along the dreary corridor, took the lift to the lobby and went down the metal stairs of their wing and up the opposite staircase. She could feel her heart thumping, and muttered under her breath, ‘Don’t be such a baby, Scarlett. He can’t eat you.’ She let herself into the south wing and hurried to Martin’s office before she lost her nerve.

The door was open, and she could see Martin sitting at a small desk. He was asleep, his head back against the wall, his mouth open, a thin line of dribble oozing from one corner. Scarlett shuddered. She couldn’t wake him up; she was certain he would be furious with her.

She looked around the small office, which was messier than when she was last in here the day after Cliff was mugged. There were empty crisp packets scrunched up on the desk, the remnants of their contents spilling out onto the surface. A can of Coke lay on its side, a small pool of its contents staining the wood, and a pile of unopened mail had been shoved into the corner.

Scarlett’s eyes were drawn to two panels on the wall, one labelled NORTH and the other SOUTH, with keys hanging from them. She peered closely at the numbers for the south wing.

She closed her eyes and tried to visualise the brass plate on the door to the apartment she so desperately wanted to get into. It wouldn’t come to her. It had to be the highest number on the second floor, though, because it was the furthest apartment from the entrance. That would make it 210S.

She leaned forward slowly, her eyes never leaving Martin’s face, alert to any movement. She gently took the key from the board and backed, step by silent step, out of the room. How she was going to get the key back if Martin had woken up when she returned, she didn’t know. But she would find a way.

Tiptoeing along the corridor far further than was absolutely necessary, Scarlett reached the stairs and ran quickly and quietly up to the second floor. She was about to poke her head around the corner to check if the corridor was clear when she realised that this would make her look even more suspicious to anyone who might be watching.

Despite her fears, she met nobody. Turning the final corner to where there were just three doors – the fire escape, Lewis’s apartment and the door to apartment 210S – all was quiet. She relaxed her shoulders, only now realising how tense she had been. Slipping the key into the lock, she checked there was nobody behind her and with the tips of her fingers pushed the door to the apartment open.

‘Hello?’ she whispered. ‘Hello?’ she said, a little louder.

Just as before the apartment felt empty, the air stale – unused. There was nobody there, she was sure, and she turned to silently close the door behind her. Walking as if on eggshells she first checked the bedroom, then the bathroom, noting the single window in each as she went. The rooms were just as empty as they had been the last time she was here.

Finally she tiptoed to the door to the sitting room. It was closed, but she was sure that they had left it ajar. She swallowed. Maybe she should just go. What if there was someone there? She took a steadying breath and pressed down on the handle. She heard a click. Pushing the door open slowly, she waited to hear a shout of anger from inside.

There wasn’t a sound.

Without stepping into the room, she poked her head around the doorjamb, half expecting to see a young girl sitting cross-legged on the floor. There was nobody.

She inched one step at a time into the room, and looked to the left into the kitchen and dining area.

Nothing. Nobody.

She relaxed. She was safe.

Scarlett checked the windows. There were three in this room, just as she had remembered. One in the bathroom and one in the bedroom. She had been right. There were only five windows in this apartment, but from the outside there were six.

She pulled up the picture on her phone again. The bathroom window had different glass, but between that and their own apartment there were definitely four windows, not the three that she was looking at.

There had to be another room beyond the one she was standing in. She looked at the wall. All that was there was an empty bookcase, built into a slight alcove in the wall.

Conscious of the squeak of her trainers on the bare wooden floor and the echoing emptiness around her, she walked across the room towards the bookcase, realising how vulnerable she was if anyone were to find her in here.

What would Martin do if he caught her? Nobody knew where she was. She glanced quickly over her shoulder again, but she had closed the door. Martin couldn’t get in – she had his key. She let out a breath that she hadn’t known she was holding.

She reached out to the bookcase, thinking of the stories she had read as a child and how secret doors were activated. She felt around the edges, just beyond the white-painted wooden frame. The fingers of her left hand found what felt like a catch, and she tried to see what it was, but even with her head flattened against the wall, it was impossible to check how the mechanism might work. She tried pulling the shelves towards her but they wouldn’t move. She tried again, this time using the fingers of her left hand to ease the catch up while pulling on the shelf at the same time. A click that seemed to reverberate, loud as a gunshot, around the room told her all she needed to know. She had found the room.

She pulled gently on the bookcase, not sure if the whole thing was going to come crashing to the ground. It moved noiselessly towards her. It was a door.

She eased it forward carefully, suddenly scared of what – or who – she might find on the other side, and took a step back to allow it to open completely.

She could see nothing. Some heavy fabric was blocking the way. Scarlett hesitantly extended her right hand and felt the soft material of a curtain move under her fingers.

Thinking that any minute she would hear a shout from whoever was living on this side of the wall, she called out softly, ‘Hello? Is there anyone there?’

There was no reply. The room beyond felt dead, but there was a faint smell, a smell that Scarlett recognised, but she couldn’t remember where from.

‘I’m not going to harm you. I’m here to help.’

No response broke the silence. Perhaps there was nobody in there now, but how could they come and go without ever being seen?

Scarlett pushed more firmly against the curtain, lifting the heavy fabric a few inches off the ground. But it still wasn’t allowing her through. She groped her way across the material until she could feel an edge and slowly, gently, pulled the curtain from left to right. Light from the missing sixth window began to creep around the side. She listened intently for any sign of life, but there was nothing.

Inch by inch the room was revealed, and Scarlett gasped at the sight before her.
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‘Natalie, it’s Ed. I need to talk to you.’ Natalie hadn’t needed to be told who it was as she answered her desk phone. She had known who was speaking from the first syllable, and she felt a familiar quiver of pleasure at the deep intonations of his voice. But instead of this making her warm to him, it had the opposite effect, anger at herself and her traitorous heart forcing her to be abrupt.

‘I suppose you’ve phoned me here because you knew I wouldn’t answer if you called my mobile.’

There was a pause as if Ed was trying to assess how to treat her caustic remark.

‘You’re right, of course. I’d like to say there was no attempt to fool you, but I’d be lying. And I don’t lie to you, Natalie, whatever you might think.’

She hadn’t really known what to think for the past week or more, but right now she couldn’t let the last vestiges of their brief but intense passion for each other cloud her judgement.

Bernie had always said that people never failed to amaze him with the depths they could sink to, and he was staggered that those around them often claimed to know nothing about their crimes. She remembered when he had worked on the local sex trafficking scandal just after he became a detective and had discovered that some of the men involved were married with children.

‘Their wives said they had no idea.’ The wonder in his voice that this had been even remotely possible was as clear to Natalie as if it had been yesterday. What did anyone really know about those closest to them? She had been wrong about Ed and she had to face it.

‘What do you need to talk to me about? No doubt you want to know if I’m going to report you.’ Natalie felt hot tears at the back of her eyes. She hated talking to him like this, but she couldn’t let him get close to her, crawl under her skin. She pinched the bridge of her nose where it prickled, and forced any trace of emotion from her voice. ‘Is that why you’re calling?’

She couldn’t miss Ed’s sigh of frustration. ‘No, I wanted to tell you how much I miss you – both of you.’

‘Hah. Well I didn’t for a minute think it would just be me.’ She closed her eyes, horrified at how she was behaving, but with so much emotion bottled up inside, she had to let it out.

‘Stop this, Nat. Look, there’s something I’ve been trying to avoid telling you, something I know is going to hurt you. It’s the reason I’ve kept secrets from you, but I’ve never lied. Since you left, though, and more than anything given the reason why you left, I don’t think I’ve got much choice.’

‘Stop talking in bloody riddles, Ed. Tell me what you need to say. But I’m giving you warning now that if you’re about to admit to anything to do with teenage girls, nothing – absolutely nothing – that you say by way of an excuse is going to influence me.’

‘Oh for fuck’s sake, Natalie!’ Ed rarely used expletives when he was talking to her, and she knew he had to be seriously stressed.

‘Go on, then. Say what you’ve got to say. But remember that I’m at work, so keep it brief.’

‘I’m not going to talk to you on the phone. What I have to say has to be face-to-face. I need you to meet me somewhere – just you. No Scarlett.’

Ed waited, giving her time to think. If she had any evidence at all that he had touched Scarlett she wouldn’t hesitate to report him, but Scarlett was adamant that nothing had happened, and despite Natalie’s suspicions that Ed had been grooming her daughter, she had held off voicing those to anyone else until she had something more concrete to go on. That had to be because deep down she didn’t want to believe it. Was she burying her head in the sand? She had to find out once and for all who this man really was, and perhaps this was her opportunity.

‘When?’ she asked, unable to soften her voice and forcing herself to keep all her barriers in place.

‘Can you do Friday night? I’m on lates until then.’

‘What time? Where?’

‘I’ll come into town, but it will have to be at about nine o’clock, if that’s okay. There’s a meeting I’ve got to go to after my shift, but I do need to talk to you and it won’t wait any longer.’

Ed gave Natalie the name of a bar in central Manchester that wasn’t too far from where they lived.

‘I’ll be there.’

‘Thanks, love.’ Ed’s voice softened, and she wasn’t sure whether he thought he had won a minor victory.

‘Don’t thank me, Ed. I don’t trust you. Not one inch. I’m coming because I want to know what cock-and-bull story you are going to invent to try to save your skin. But it had better be good because I’m more furious, more disgusted, than you can possibly imagine.’

Natalie hung up, wanting to be proud of keeping her distance from Ed, but feeling strangely ashamed of herself.
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The room that Scarlett saw in front of her was nothing like she had imagined. It appeared to be a little wider than their living room, with a single window – the missing window – at the far end. A large double bed jutted into the room, and a sofa against the opposite wall faced the bed.

But it wasn’t the furnishings that caused Scarlett’s eyes to widen; it was the decoration. The walls were covered with murals. Behind the bed were scenes that looked to her untutored eye to be from Roman times, but on the opposite wall were views through trompe l’oeil windows to landscapes of beach and mountain. The vibrant colours leaped from the plaster, and Scarlett turned round and round on the spot, taking in the views, her lips parted in amazement. She walked further into the room and looked up to a ceiling painted with clouds – some white and fluffy, others black and threatening.

What was this place?

She hesitantly approached the opulently covered bed, reaching out to stroke the dark blue sheets with the backs of her fingers. They were so soft, so fine and light. Surely they were silk? An even darker blue throw was spread haphazardly over the bed, as if tossed on, not folded and neatly smoothed over the bottom third of the bed like hers at home. Somehow the careless wrinkles in the velvety fabric made it seem elegant, decadent.

Who had been laughing in this beautiful room? And then pleading. Why?

Scarlett pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. She had to take a photo of this to show her mum. She would never believe it.

She backed towards the curtain, one slow step at a time, trying to get as much of the room in shot as possible. The vague whiff of a scent she had thought she recognised earlier seemed stronger as she took a final step backwards. She almost had the whole of the bed and two of the walls in shot.

Though the thin fabric of her T-shirt she felt a warmth on her back and leaned further into it to widen her shot.

She met solid resistance, her shoulders coming to rest on the source of the heat.

Scarlett gasped as she recognised the obstruction for what it was – another human body.

Before she had a chance to scream, two arms circled her from behind, one covering her mouth, one pinning her body to his.
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Tom looked up from the screen of his laptop at the sound of a sharp rap on his open door and knew, before his eyes caught sight of the gleaming white shirt, that this had to be Keith.

‘Excuse me, sir, but DI Robinson thought it might be useful if we had a quick chat about Sergeant Gray. Would now present an convenient moment?’

‘It certainly would, Keith. Come in and take a seat. Is Becky joining us?’

Keith looked slightly flustered. ‘She is, sir, but she’s making you a drink.’

‘Good. I hope she’s making one for you too.’

Keith’s eyes opened wide at this idea, and Tom wondered what he had to do to make this guy relax. Were he and Becky so intimidating that Sergeant Sims felt he had to be permanently on his mettle? But he was efficient in his own way, and that was all that counted.

Tom realised that Keith was still standing, waiting to be asked to sit down, so he indicated a chair with his hand, and Keith pushed the door to and took a seat, his files arranged neatly on his tightly clamped knees.

Before they had the chance to start, Becky nudged the door open again with her hip and came in bearing two mugs in one hand and one in the other. Her bag looked perilously close to slipping off her shoulder and upsetting the delicate balancing act.

‘I know you said you didn’t want one, Keith, but I made it just in case.’ She plonked the mugs down on the desk and took the other chair, pulling a notebook and pen from her bag. ‘We only need about five minutes of your time, boss, but I think you’re going to find this quite interesting.’

Tom picked up his mug of coffee with both hands and leaned back in his chair. ‘Okay. I’m listening.’

Becky looked at Keith and nodded. ‘Over to you, Keith.’

Keith opened a file of neatly aligned papers. ‘I did as you asked, sir, and looked at the case that Sergeant Gray was working on when he was here at force HQ. As Superintendent Stanley correctly said, he was part of a joint operation, and he was especially relevant to the team because he’d been a detective on a sex trafficking case in which a group of men were grooming vulnerable young women. It was quite a scandal at the time. It was felt that the knowledge and experience gained had to be shared throughout the Greater Manchester force. That was Sergeant Gray’s role.’

‘He would have been fairly low down the command chain, though,’ Tom said, ‘so it’s hard to see how this would have had anything to do with his death. What’s the timeline?’

‘He left Operation Sphere six months before he was killed, so it does seem unlikely that it was related. But that’s not entirely the point.’

Tom was slightly baffled and felt that Keith was going around the houses to get to something. But he had the other man’s measure by now and knew that the only option was to let him tell it in his own way.

‘The point is potentially rather more related to Jennifer Bale.’

Now Tom was interested, and he could feel Becky watching, waiting for his response. He glanced at her. Her eyes were bright with that glow of excitement they always got when she thought she might be on to something. Even Keith had paused for effect.

‘One of the cases the first team handled as part of Operation Sphere was that of a young girl, Amber Blackwood, fifteen years old. She had called Crimestoppers initially, because she wanted to remain anonymous. She reported that she’d been targeted by a man. According to the report, he told her he was a photographer and thought she would be a perfect model for a client.’

Becky butted in. ‘We know it’s an old story, boss, but each new generation of young girls presents the next pool of prospects, and not all of them are armed with the ability to recognise they’re being had. Particularly those significantly less well developed than their friends, who possibly feel that boys their own age don’t find them attractive.’

‘You mean like Jennifer Bale,’ Tom said. It was a statement, not a question.

‘Precisely. Anyway, Keith will fill you in on this girl.’ Becky turned to Keith and gave the sergeant a nod to continue.

‘After she’d spoken to Crimestoppers, Amber agreed to give a full statement, but she didn’t want her parents to know. She said the man had seemed absolutely genuine, and he’d suggested they meet in the middle of the day or after school in a public place such as a coffee shop or café, where they could talk and he could show her some of the photos he’d taken for magazines.’

‘So she didn’t tell her parents.’ Tom knew what was coming.

‘No, sir. She said she knew her parents would forbid it. They were very strict.’

‘Religious?’ Tom was beginning to think he could see a connection, but a moment later his hopes were dashed.

‘No, apparently not at all. But the dad was a bit of a bully, and the whole family – wife included – were scared stiff of him. Amber said she and the man had a couple of meetings in public places, but then he said she had to go to his studio with him, where he could take some proper photos. To start with, it seemed fine. She was asked to change into an outfit that seemed decent enough, and the man left the room. Gradually, though, he asked her for slightly different photos, and he was flattering her, buying her presents, saying how attractive he found her.’

‘Okay, I think we’ve got the idea. The photos got more and more revealing and no doubt she was persuaded to have sex with him, etcetera, etcetera.’

‘Yes and no,’ Keith said. ‘Amber didn’t want it to go that far. She was going to say no to him – to stop going to the studio. Then she got an email. It seems he had some other shots – shots of her getting changed. He had insisted that models never wear underwear because the lines show through the clothes, but he had always gone out of the room while she got changed. When she refused to have sex with him he sent her a photo. A photo of herself naked. She had no idea how he’d taken the picture, but unless she did what he asked, it was going to be posted on social media.’

‘I think technology is going to be the death of me,’ Tom said. ‘Hidden cameras, remotely operated, social media destroying the dignity and reputation of anyone and everyone, kids especially. After this girl had been coerced into having sex with him, no doubt he would have invited friends round or sold her on.’ He felt the rapidly cooling coffee turn stale in his mouth.

‘The investigating team reported that the main focus did seem to be the photos, at least initially, rather than grooming Amber for prostitution. It’s true the man was demanding to have sex with her, but he told her he wanted more pictures like the one he’d sent her – this time posed. All naked, of course. He said he could make her a real star. He told her that sex would help her lose her inhibitions. We don’t know if he would have taken it further because she stopped it in time.’

Becky’s nose wrinkled, and Tom knew she would much prefer to deal with a gangland murder than cope with this type of crime.

‘Did they catch the bastard?’

Keith shook his head. ‘Sadly not. Somehow the man seems to have got wind of what was happening. Nobody knows how, but there must have been a leak. It took some time to identify the location of the studio. Apparently Amber was told it was essential that it remained a secret so that the photographer, a guy who called himself Jed, wasn’t inundated with girls knocking on his door. So each time she was due for a session she was picked up by another man – a short fat man, she said – and had to lie down on the back seat of a car so she couldn’t see where she was going. She was taken into the building via a back entrance. When they finally found the fake studio he was using – an apartment in an old converted hotel right in the centre of town – the place was empty.’

‘Bugger,’ Tom said. ‘So that was that?’

‘I’m afraid so. But as they never caught him, and according to DI Robinson there are some similarities with Jennifer Bale’s case, we thought you should know.’

‘We don’t have much of a description of the man seen watching Jennifer on the school playing field,’ Becky added, ‘but from what we do have, there seems to be a similarity in body type. We have a much more comprehensive description from Amber, of course. There’s a chance it’s the same guy, and he’s started up again in a different location.’

‘Did we ever get to see the photograph he sent to Amber Blackwood?’

Keith looked as if he couldn’t understand the relevance of this request.

Tom swallowed his irritation. ‘I wondered about the background, Keith. There were some very specific items of interest in the background of Jennifer’s photo – wall paintings, to be precise – and I wondered whether there was anything similar in the other case.’

Keith looked sheepish. ‘I see. Unfortunately the photograph was deleted from the private message that he sent her. It was never on her computer, and because there wasn’t a court case it was difficult to get access to the social media company’s servers. You know how it is.’

‘I do indeed,’ Tom said. He sat forward and rested his forearms on his desk. ‘It’s certainly very interesting, Keith, and thanks for bringing this to our attention. Where did Amber Blackwood meet this toerag?’

‘She was on a school trip to an art gallery. The man approached her there in full view of her friends and teachers. That was one reason she believed him to be genuine.’

A smart operator, Tom thought. He wondered how many other girls were under this man’s spell.

‘What about her school? I suppose it would be asking too much for her to have gone to the same school as Jennifer?’

‘Yes, sorry about that. She went to a school in north Manchester, definitely not the same school as Jennifer Bale. I think it was in Failsworth, but I’ll check that out for you.’

‘Add it to the file, but if this is the way he operates and it’s the same guy, it could explain what happened to Jennifer. Flatters her at the swimming pool, takes legitimate photos of her, but when she doesn’t do what he wants he threatens her with the pictures from his hidden cameras. After that, I guess it’s plain sailing for him.’
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Scarlett was rigid with terror as the arms circled her body, holding her tight. The hand dropped from her mouth and plucked the phone from her fingers.

‘No photos.’ The voice was gruff, the anger barely contained. But she knew who it was. Lewis.

He had known about this room all the time, and now she was in there with him, and nobody had a clue where she was, not even sweaty Martin. He could tie her up, keep her there forever, starve her to death. Anything.

She had to get out.

She could scream, but who would hear her? Their apartment was empty, and the only near neighbour was Lewis himself. She tried to fight free of him, and suddenly Lewis dropped his arms and took a step back.

‘Turn round and look at me, Scarlett,’ he said. His voice had lost none of its edge, and she could feel sweat running down her back, cold now that the warmth of his body had been removed. She wished she hadn’t been so bored that she had thought it would be exciting to investigate a secret room. She should have realised that if it was hidden it was dangerous.

She turned to face him, her eyes not quite meeting his.

‘What are you doing here?’ His voice felt like a razor blade slicing into her.

Scarlett cleared her throat and looked down. ‘I heard someone in here yesterday. I was worried. They didn’t sound very happy, so I thought I might be able to help.’

‘How did you get in?’ Lewis’s eyes, when Scarlett dared to glance at them, were black and furious. She looked down again.

‘I took the key. Martin was asleep.’ Her voice was little more than a whisper.

‘So nobody knows you’re here. Is that right?’ His tone had changed. He seemed to be amused, knowing that nobody was coming to her rescue.

A burst of adrenaline punched through Scarlett’s fear. ‘No, that’s not right. I told my dad I was going to check it out. And he’s a policeman.’

‘Oh, right. And PC Daddy gave you his blessing to break into someone else’s property, did he?’

Scarlett felt her cheeks go hot. ‘He knew something had to be done.’

Lewis laughed. ‘There’s only one problem with that, little girl. You told me that there was just you and your mum in the apartment next door. So where’s Daddy, then?’

Scarlett thought quickly. ‘They’re divorced. But I still see my dad all the time. In fact he’s coming round at lunchtime, so I’d better be going.’

She tried to step past Lewis, but he held out one arm and she didn’t dare touch him.

‘Don’t you want to know what this place is, Scarlett? Come on, a young investigator like you must be interested.’

She said nothing. All she wanted was to get out of this room, and get out alive.

‘It’s a photographic studio,’ he said. ‘I take photos for magazines – pictures of girls like you, looking beautiful.’

‘So whose is this apartment?’

‘Mine, but my models don’t know I live across the corridor. I don’t want girls knocking on my door day and night, begging to pose for me. I want to pick and choose.’

Lewis lifted a hand and with surprisingly gentle fingers tucked a strand of her long wavy red hair behind her ear. Scarlett froze. What was he going to do to her?

‘Don’t look so terrified. I’m trying to decide if you’re beautiful enough to be one of my models, and – do you know – I think you might be.’ He smiled at her, but he still had the eyes of a devil, black and hard.

‘I don’t want to be your model. Can I please have my phone back? I want to go home.’ Her voice broke as she spoke.

‘Sadly, Scarlett, want doesn’t always get. Have your mum and PC Daddy never told you that?’

Scarlett felt sick. He wasn’t going to let her go.

‘The thing is, little girl, you have actually entered these premises illegally. I think you’ll find it’s called trespassing.’

‘But I didn’t break in. I let myself in with a key.’

‘You did indeed.’ He smirked at her in an unnerving way and thrust his head forward so she could feel his warm breath on her cheek. ‘But you stole the key. You’re going to be in serious shit, you know, if I report this. You’re fifteen, you said? You don’t look it, but that’s okay. I was teasing when I said I thought you were seventeen, but the fact is that at fifteen you’re old enough to have a criminal record, and think what that’s going to mean? How easy do you think it will be to get a job when you leave school or university? Goodness me, you have made such a mistake.’

She felt her eyes sting. She didn’t want to cry in front of this man, but she couldn’t get into trouble with the police. Her mum had so much to worry about right now, and so much of that seemed to be Scarlett’s fault.

The first tear escaped and slid down her cheek. She didn’t have a tissue with her, and she rubbed her running nose on the back of her hand. She could see a silvery box with tissues on a small side table, but she couldn’t reach it without touching him.

‘I don’t want people to know about this room. And at the moment you’re the only one who does.’

‘What about your models?’ Scarlett spoke through her sniffs. ‘It’s not just me. They know too.’

‘They won’t talk, and they don’t know where it is, but I’m not going to explain myself to you. More to the point, what am I going to do with you?’

‘Please,’ she said, looking down at her feet. ‘Let me go. I won’t tell anyone.’

‘Yes, but you see, little girl, I don’t know if I believe you.’

He reached out to touch her hair again, and she tensed, trying not to shudder.

‘There’s one thing you could do that might make me trust you.’

Scarlett felt a moment of hope.

‘You could model for me,’ he said.

‘I don’t want to,’ she said again, her voice breaking.

‘And I don’t want to report you to the police, so we’re rather stuck, aren’t we, because that’s the only other option, I’m afraid.’

Scarlett was sobbing now, and Lewis appeared to relent, grabbing a couple of tissues from the box and passing them to her.

‘Thank you,’ she said as she blew her nose.

‘That’s okay. I don’t want to spoil the photos, that’s all. Because, Scarlett, if you want to get out of here, you are going to model for me.’

She was going to have to do it. He might never let her go, and even if he did, she might end up in trouble with the police.

‘What do I have to do?’ she whispered.

‘Oh, don’t look so scared. Some girls would kill for this opportunity.’

He grasped her arm and steered her over to a wardrobe. Inside was an assortment of clothes, and he selected a pretty playsuit in fine white linen.

‘Put this on,’ he said, thrusting it into Scarlett’s hands.

She looked at him in horror.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, I’m not going to watch you get undressed. I’ll wait outside and won’t come back until you say you’re ready.’

‘Promise?’ she said in little more than a whisper.

Lewis laughed. ‘Promise. Would you like me to cross my heart and hope to die as well?’

He thought she was a fool; she knew that. But if it got her out of here alive with no criminal record, it couldn’t be that bad, could it?

Lewis turned towards the door, her phone still in his hand. She knew she couldn’t ask for it back. As he reached the curtain covering the door he called nonchalantly over his shoulder, ‘Oh, Scarlett, as this is a model shoot you need to remove your underwear – knickers and bra. We don’t want any lines showing through the fabric. Don’t worry, the outfit will preserve your modesty. Shout when you’re ready.’
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Natalie hadn’t been able to concentrate after her conversation with Ed. What could he possibly have to tell her? And why had he been hiding it from her until now?

It was no good trying to work, so by lunchtime she decided to pack it in for the day and take some work home. She spoke to her boss and said she had a migraine, although she wasn’t sure he believed her, as in all the years she had worked there she had never complained of such a thing before. Given that most people seemed to call a bad headache a migraine these days, she hoped he would let it pass.

She missed her old boss, a woman called Mary in her late fifties, who had peered over her glasses and correctly judged Natalie’s ability to concentrate or otherwise in the months after Bernie’s death. It had been a bad day when Mary decided to take early retirement and leave Natalie to the tender mercies of Bruce, the plonker who had mysteriously been promoted to rule his little kingdom of four staff as if he was running a major corporation single-handed.

When Natalie reached their building she walked up the steel staircase as if her legs were about to give way beneath her. She needed to work on the relationship with her daughter, and this afternoon would give them an opportunity to spend some time together. So much had happened, and it had created a barrier between them – a wall of emotion that sprang up any time they started to get close again.

When Bernie had died, Natalie had believed her daughter’s need for comfort and support was greater than her own and had tried her best to save her own anguish for times when she was alone or with Alison. To lose a husband was a terrible thing, but sometimes widows moved on and found someone else to love, as Natalie had believed she had. This didn’t diminish the love of a wife for their dead husband, but to lose a parent – particularly when so young – was a terrible thing. The unconditional love of a father was impossible to replace, and Natalie had tried to compensate in the only way she knew – by enveloping her daughter in maternal love.

Somewhere along the line she must have got it wrong, and she felt a stab of longing for her husband. She had never needed Bernie as much as she needed him right now.

She pushed her key into the lock and forced a smile onto her face.

‘Hi, sweetheart,’ she called as she opened the door.

There was no answer. The room was empty.

*

Natalie had given up trying to get Scarlett on her mobile. She wasn’t too worried, though. Scarlett hadn’t been expecting her home and she could be anywhere. Maybe she had gone to the library, although her initial enthusiasm for her history project seemed to have waned a little.

Opening her laptop, Natalie tried to do some work, but her mind kept drifting. She forced the conflict with Ed from her head so she had space to think about Bernie.

There were days when she couldn’t even bring her husband’s face to mind – his full bottom lip, intense blue eyes and the stubble that she loved him to grow on the days he wasn’t working. Sometimes, like now, she could only see fragments of him, as if looking at him through a broken mirror. But she wanted all of him. What would he think of everything that had happened with Ed? Would he tell Natalie to trust his friend?

She stood up and walked into the bedroom. She needed to see Bernie’s face, inhale his scent, feel his short, soft hair beneath her fingers. She conjured him up, piece by piece, sense by sense, but most of all she needed his smile. And she knew just where to look.

When they had been packing to leave Ed’s, Natalie had gone into ‘her’ room and dug out one of the boxes. She knew that somewhere in there was their photo album. It wasn’t something they looked at often, but over the years she had made sure to keep a few precious pictures to show Scarlett, and maybe in the future her grandchildren. There were photos of both her and Bernie as children, but from the time she was seventeen and Bernie nineteen every photo seemed to be of the two of them together.

Scarlett had asked why she still had some photos printed – nobody did that any more – but Natalie had been adamant. Computers died and were replaced, phones even more regularly. She didn’t want to lose her memories.

Natalie reached up to the top shelf of the wardrobe where she had put the album when she unpacked, hoping that one evening she and Scarlett could spend a few hours remembering Bernie. It had somehow never seemed appropriate when Ed was around.

She settled herself on the bed, propped up against the pillows, and began to turn over the pages, feeling grateful for so many happy times. She flicked through quickly to the end, to see Bernie as he had been the summer before he died. She stared at the picture. Something was wrong. She flicked back to two years earlier. Bernie had hardly changed at all in that time, except in one respect. Two years earlier his face had been alight with joy as he hugged Natalie to him, a young Scarlett being the photographer that day. In an almost identical photo two years later Bernie’s arm looked stiff, his smile not reaching his eyes. What had happened to him to take the shine away?

In a plastic pocket at the back of the album were photos from their last Christmas together, and Natalie wanted to see if the same expression still haunted her husband’s face. The images had been emailed to a printing company after the festivities were over and had come back a few days before Bernie died. He had stuffed them into the pocket ready for Natalie to add to the album. She never had.

She pulled them out and laid them on the bed, staring at his face. Bernie was smiling in all of them, but she couldn’t read his expression. Whatever he was thinking, though, his body seemed tense.

The receipt from the printers was in the plastic pocket, and Natalie was about to screw it up when she noticed some writing on the back and smiled to herself. This would be one of Bernie’s notes – something he wanted to remember but would have forgotten where he had written it down.

She turned it over and read the words. She turned it back, making sure it really was the receipt for the photos. The date was there – only a few days before Bernie died. She turned it back over and read it again.

An address was printed in Bernie’s handwriting. It was the address of their apartment block. Underneath he had written two numbers – 210S and 216N. Natalie had no idea about the first number, but the second was the number of the apartment they were living in right now. And Bernie had written it down eighteen months ago.
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As Scarlett pulled her jeans back on, she went over everything that had happened in the last hour.

Lewis had been different when he was taking her photographs. He hadn’t mocked her. Neither had he seemed cold and indifferent, as he had before. He had been kind and had made her feel beautiful.

To begin with she had been tense, but he hadn’t been cross with her. He smiled and told her she was scowling, but said it was normal.

‘Sometimes it can take half an hour before I get a picture that I can use,’ he said. ‘So relax and have fun. You look lovely – really.’

To get her to unwind he told her to lie on the bed, propping herself up on one elbow and resting her chin on her raised hand, and as she had become more comfortable he had suggested that she roll from side to side, and he would catch the best shots as she relaxed. He told her to let her hair settle wherever it wanted to on the dark blue cover, and he had taken photos from above, looking down on her lying with her hair spread around her and her arms outstretched. He told her all the time how beautiful she was and what stunning shots he was getting.

‘I’ll be able to sell these, and you can make some money,’ he told her, and for a moment Scarlett had felt a tingle of pride.

She had changed clothes three times, and on each occasion Lewis had left the room, telling her she could lock the door behind him if she felt more comfortable.

She shivered with the thrill of it. She had always thought she was plain, too thin, no figure to speak of. Her mother had told her time and time again that all young girls thought like that. They all believed themselves to be too thin, too fat, hair too curly, hair too straight. It was normal to feel insecure as she changed from being a child to being a woman. But no matter how many times she had heard this, Scarlett still hadn’t believed a word of it.

‘I’m dressed, Lewis. You can come in now,’ she called, feeling slightly more confident with this man now, although the threat of being locked in this room forever had never entirely left her.

He walked in, pushing the curtain aside, a smile lighting his dark eyes. He was carrying an iPad in one hand.

‘Do you want to see some of the shots? I transferred them while you were getting dressed.’

Scarlett wrapped both arms around her body. Did she want to see? What if they were really awful and she was disappointed?

As if sensing her apprehension, Lewis held the tablet towards her and smiled. ‘Come on, Scarlett. You need to see how wonderful you look.’

She reached out both hands and took the iPad. Lewis moved to stand next to her and casually draped his arm over her shoulders. She could feel the heat from his body and for a moment she wanted to move closer.

She stared at the image of a face she barely recognised, and for the first time in her life believed what her dad had always told her. She really did look beautiful.

‘Can I look at some more?’ she said, her voice sounding slightly breathless.

‘Course you can. Just scroll through them. They’re not all fantastic, but that’s the way it goes. Some are stunning, but I haven’t always caught you just right. The fault of the photographer, not the model.’

She kept a tight grasp on the tablet, using her finger to scroll forward. At first she looked only at her face, but as she became used to seeing images of herself, she grew more critical of the poses. She loved the white playsuit she had worn first, the shorts making her legs look long, and she beamed. The next shot was of her lying on her back, her arms spread wide, her hair like a red-gold halo around her head. She looked like a model, a real model.

Then Scarlett looked closer. She turned her head and glanced up at Lewis. He was smiling.

‘Like them?’

She looked back at the image and pinched her thumb and forefinger to zoom in on one area. She felt her cheeks grow warm.

‘What’s up?’ Lewis asked.

She couldn’t look at him and wanted to ask a question, but the words wouldn’t come.

‘Oh yes, a bit of nipple visible on that one,’ he said. ‘That fabric’s quite fine, which is why your underwear would have shown through.’ He shrugged as if it were nothing and dropped his arm.

Scarlett didn’t know what to say. If anyone saw it, she would die of embarrassment. If her mum knew, she would kill her.

‘Don’t look so worried. I won’t use that one. It’s not like I’m going to post it on Instagram and tag you or anything.’

‘You wouldn’t do that. Please tell me you wouldn’t?’ she asked, uncertain now of this man who had seemed so friendly just minutes earlier.

He held out his hand for the iPad. ‘I think we should let this session be our little secret, don’t you?’ he said, raising his eyebrows.

Scarlett was confused. Why couldn’t she tell anyone? She wanted to show her mum the pictures – well, some of the pictures.

Lewis was looking at her, and his eyes had turned flat with none of the sparkle she had become used to over the past hour. She had thought he liked her, but now felt her earlier fear come rushing back. More than anything she wanted to get out of that room, to run and tell her mum what had happened. But it didn’t take much of a brain to realise that if she did that picture would not remain a secret any more.

Lewis held out his arm to indicate the door. ‘Now, little girl, I think it’s time you were on your way. I think you’d better give me the key.’

Scarlett didn’t know what he meant for a second, but then remembered that she had stolen the key to the apartment from Martin. She reached into the pocket of her jeans and felt the cold metal between her fingers.

‘I hope we have a deal here, Scarlett.’ Lewis took the key and handed Scarlett her phone, his level tone scaring her more than his earlier anger. ‘Remember. This room is private. Nobody must know about it, and you and I both know you entered my property illegally.’

Scarlett felt a moment of bravery. ‘You can’t prove that. You could have invited me in.’

Lewis tutted. ‘Silly girl. You didn’t look through all of the photos, did you?’ He flicked through the images. ‘I downloaded some others too.’

He held out the iPad again, and Scarlett looked at the screen. There she was, standing outside the apartment, the number on the door perfectly clear. She was glancing anxiously over her shoulder as her right hand pushed the key into the lock.

Lewis leaned over and scrolled the screen to the right.

In the next shot Scarlett was opening the door and stepping into the apartment.

‘Want to see more?’ he asked, as if he was chatting about holiday snaps.

Scarlett shook her head, unable to speak, but he ignored her and scrolled on. This time she was in the living room, looking around. There was a shot of her in the hall too, and one in the bedroom.

How had he got those photos?

‘Oh, little Scarlett, you are so naive. How do you think I’ve known you were here each time you came?’ He waited for an answer that was never going to come, then leaned towards her. ‘There are hidden cameras. They are everywhere – in the corridor outside the door, in every room of this apartment. Everywhere, pretty girl. Everywhere.’

Scarlett choked back a sob. Did he mean what she thought he did? Surely there weren’t any hidden in here?

Her eyes searched the room for any signs of a camera, and she heard a low chuckle from Lewis. She was certain now that the faint glimpse of nipple through fabric was nothing. And she didn’t have to think back far to know that she had lost all sense of her usual modesty. After the first session in the white playsuit she had stripped off to put on the next outfit, but with a strange new awareness that maybe her body was less hideous than she had always thought, she had paraded naked, posing in front of a full-length mirror, feeling safe behind the locked door.

She hadn’t been safe at all.
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Natalie had given up trying to understand why Bernie knew the address of this apartment. She could think of no possible explanation. She scrolled back through her calls to find the number of the agent who had offered it to her and tried to call him – maybe if she found out who owned the flat that might explain it. All she got was an automated voice saying the number wasn’t recognised. Perhaps the man had changed mobiles or left the company in the last week. She checked the rental agreement, but that only gave the agent’s name and address, and they weren’t local so she couldn’t pop round.

It was eating away at the back of her mind, and she wished Scarlett would come home to distract her. She needed to keep busy, and had just gathered up the laundry and was about to switch the washing machine on when she received a text: Coming to see you. Right round the corner. Be with you in 5.

It was Megan.

Natalie had no idea what had made Megan decide to visit her. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to see her, but it didn’t seem like she was going to be given any choice. Megan had a way of wheedling information out of people, and if she asked a direct question Natalie was going to struggle to avoid telling the truth. She may have warned Natalie against moving in with Ed, but she was one of his best friends, and the reason Natalie had given for her abrupt departure from Ed’s house had been treated with derision.

Megan was short and bolshie, and didn’t take any nonsense from anyone, almost as if compensating for her lack of height. Bernie had always said she was a firecracker, and Natalie could remember one time when he had come in from work, unable to stop laughing.

‘What’s so funny?’ she had said.

‘Megan. Bloody priceless. We were called out because of two idiots who were well pissed and causing no end of bother. I grabbed one of them, who was built like a prizefighter, and left Megan to the other one, who didn’t seem quite so threatening. He made some remark about how no girl was going to arrest him, particularly a short, ugly girl. Well, he didn’t actually call her a girl the second time, but I’ll leave his word choice to your imagination.’

Natalie had turned her nose up in disgust, but she suspected this was nothing out of the ordinary for Megan.

‘Anyway, Megan said, “You may have a dick. You may even be a dick.” And then she pulled out her baton, flicked it to full length and waved it in the air. “But my dick’s bigger than yours, and I would bet my life on it being a damn sight harder.” Made my day.’

‘God, is she always like that?’ Natalie had asked.

‘She doesn’t take any prisoners, that’s for sure,’ Bernie said, still chuckling.

‘Isn’t that a bit of a drawback for a police officer?’ Natalie responded with a grin.

They had spent the rest of the evening laughing at Megan’s other antics over the years, and at some point Ed had called round and joined in. It had been a good evening.

She had no sooner had that thought than the bell went. It had taken Megan two minutes, not five. Natalie pressed the intercom button to open the main entrance.

‘Megan, what a surprise,’ she said as she opened the apartment door.

Megan was dressed in a yellow vest and black Lycra running shorts that ended mid-thigh, revealing solid-looking knees. Despite her well-defined leg and arm muscles, Megan had a slim waist; she worked hard at keeping up her strength to compensate for her lack of height and her love of food.

‘It wasn’t you I was coming to see, really. I told Scarlett I’d come round on my next day off, but she’s not answering her phone. I was on my way by then, so decided to carry on.’

‘What did you do, run here?’ Natalie said, pointing to Megan’s outfit.

‘Well it’s only about fifteen miles, so I might well have done,’ she said, a smile spreading over her face. ‘No, I’m joking. I’m doing a charity fun run on Saturday, and I came straight from checking out the course.’

‘How did you know I was in?’

Megan gave her a withering look. ‘Because I’m a police officer.’

Natalie raised her eyebrows.

‘Okay, because I called your office with the intention of asking you where Scarlett was hiding herself.’

‘The answer is, I don’t know. But I can’t expect her to sit around here all day, so she’s probably gone for a mooch around the shops. Do you want a cup of tea?’

‘I’d rather have a beer, if you’ve got one. And then perhaps you’d like to tell me what the hell’s going on with you and Ed? And don’t give me that cock-and-bull story about him grubbing around in Bernie’s boxes. The poor man’s distraught.’

Natalie turned away from her friend’s probing gaze and walked over to the fridge. ‘Why do you care? You didn’t want me to move in with him in the first place, if I remember correctly.’

‘You do, and I didn’t. But that was for no other reason than I didn’t think it was healthy to move on to someone else so soon – Ed or any other man – until you’d got your idealised image of Bernie out of your head.‘

Natalie spun round to stare at Megan, who could always be relied on to call a spade a spade. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Oh come on, Nat. Bernie was my mate – I absolutely adored him – but he was just like the rest of us. He was fallible.’

Natalie groped around in a drawer, trying to find a bottle opener, unable to look at Megan for a moment. Without lifting her head, she asked the question: ‘What do you mean, Megan? In what way was he fallible?’

She heard Megan sigh. ‘Look, forget I said that. But you idolised the man, and that’s not very realistic. I also suspect it’s bloody hard to deal with – always living in fear of falling short of someone else’s expectations.’

Natalie lifted her head and glared at Megan. ‘Are you suggesting that Bernie was unhappy with me? You are, aren’t you? What a dreadful thing to say!’

‘Of course he wasn’t unhappy with you. He just didn’t want you to know that sometimes he had feet of clay. Life isn’t a fairy tale, and you’ve always been a romantic who prefers to believe everything’s perfect. You hide from the truth rather than face it head-on.’

Natalie was quiet for a moment. She wanted to shout at Megan, but given the woman’s inclination towards blunt honesty, there was one question that Natalie could ask her, and she might just get a straight answer.

‘Is that why he was having an affair, then?’ She looked Megan straight in the eye and was surprised when she looked away.

‘Who told you that?’

‘That’s not an answer. Come on, Megan. If anyone knows if my husband had a mistress, it would be you. He wouldn’t have told Ed, because Ed would probably have punched him in the teeth for hurting me. What do you know?’

Natalie saw what looked like relief on Megan’s face as they both heard a key turning in the lock. Scarlett was back.
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Natalie knew the minute Scarlett walked through the door that something was wrong. Her daughter’s face was even paler than usual, with two dots of high colour on her cheeks. Her eyes were pink as if she had been crying, and all thoughts of her conversation with Megan vanished.

‘Scarlett? What’s up, sweetheart?’ Natalie stepped towards her daughter and reached out to hug her, but Scarlett pushed her away.

‘Nothing’s up. Why should there be something up?’ She glanced across at Megan and did her best to give her a big smile that fooled nobody. ‘Hi, Megan. When did you get here?’

‘I came to see you, kid. But you weren’t answering your phone. It’s usually glued to your right hand, so what’s the deal? Or was it just me you were ignoring?’

Scarlett wouldn’t meet Megan’s eyes, or Natalie’s. She seemed to be fixated on the bottle of beer Natalie was passing to Megan.

‘Course I wasn’t ignoring you. I mustn’t have heard it, that’s all. It’s noisy in Manchester, in case you hadn’t noticed.’

‘Scarlett!’ Natalie was shocked. Her daughter might have moments of teenage rebellion, but she was rarely rude to anyone.

‘Sorry,’ she said, giving her mother a black look. ‘I could hear you arguing from outside the door so I’m obviously interrupting. I’ll go in the bedroom and leave you to it, if that’s okay.’

Natalie watched her daughter’s back, knowing that asking her to sit down and join them wasn’t going to work. She turned to look at Megan, whose eyebrows were gathered in a frown.

Scarlett closed the door quietly, and Natalie turned to her friend. ‘I’m sorry, Megan. Scarlett really likes you – I know that. I’ve no idea what’s got into her. I’ll give her a moment and then go and have a word with her.’

‘Leave her, Nat. She’s a teenager – they’re meant to be stroppy. I’ll pop in and see her before I go, but let’s change the subject. I don’t suppose these walls are that thick.’

Natalie knew she was unlikely to get any more out of Megan. Not today, and perhaps not ever. She wouldn’t lie, but if anyone could stonewall, it was Megan. And perhaps it was better that Natalie didn’t know the truth. If she discovered that Bernie really had been having an affair she would never know why. He wasn’t here to explain himself. Maybe Megan was right and she did have an idealised vision of her husband, but that was the version she wanted to keep. She didn’t want to discover now that he wasn’t who she thought he had been.

*

The low hum of voices from the sitting room sounded far less heated than it had when Scarlett had arrived at the door. If she hadn’t already put her key in the lock, she would probably have retreated for an hour or two until Megan had left. And she had been rude, she knew that. But Scarlett didn’t think she could deal with anyone at the moment and had come home expecting the apartment to be empty. What the hell were the pair of them doing there anyway in the middle of the day?

She had seriously considered admitting to her mum what an idiot she had been, but the thought of her charging over to the south wing for a screaming match with Lewis, or even worse, phoning the police to do it for her, scared Scarlett rigid. She knew that Lewis only had to press a button and the whole world would see a picture of her – naked.

Her pride in her reflection in the mirror had disappeared in a flash, and now all she could think of was how long and white her body was, how flat her chest was, and how she would be the laughing stock of the school. She would never live it down. Had he threatened the girl yesterday too – the one she had heard through the wall?

If there was one person who might understand about Lewis, it was Megan. She would probably go round and kick the shit out of him, as her dad had always promised to do if anyone laid a finger on her. But she couldn’t risk telling her. She would die if any of those photos were made public. There was one boy at school she had liked for a while, and he had been messaging her quite a bit since she had been in Manchester. What if he saw them? He would never look at her again.

She lay on the bed, her hands clasped behind her head, and felt tears escaping from the sides of her eyes, leaving cold trails on her hot cheeks as they ran into her hair. What a mess.

She didn’t know how long she had been lying there when the knock came – a soft tap – and the door opened.

‘Hey, kid. Are you okay?’

Megan. Scarlett should have known she wouldn’t let things rest. Her tears had long since dried, but she knew Megan wouldn’t be fooled.

‘Do you want to tell me what’s up, or should I go away?’

Scarlett sat up and wrapped her arms around her legs, resting her chin on her knees.

‘I’m okay. I’m bored, that’s all, and I’ve got too much time to think. Dad always said that was bad for the soul, and that it’s better to keep busy. But doing what?’

‘Well, I’ve got an idea, if it helps.’

Scarlett looked at Megan for the first time and saw her enthusiastic smile. It reminded her that her dad sometimes used to call Megan a human dynamo.

‘Like what?’

‘I’ve just been down to the running track – it’s at a big arena where all sorts of events are held. They’re doing lots of activities for disadvantaged kids over the summer. I thought of you being at a loose end and asked if they wanted volunteers to help out. They do.’

Scarlett didn’t know what to say. She had never done anything like it before.

‘Do you think I’d be any good?’ she asked.

‘Scarlett, some of these kids can’t walk. Others are blind. Others come from children’s homes because no bugger wants them. All you have to do is be kind to them, care about them and help them have some fun. Surely you can do that?’

Scarlett felt a tiny flutter of excitement and relief that she might be able to get out of the flat and away from Lewis. ‘When can I start?’

‘I’ll talk to your mum on the way out. If you can hang on till next Monday, I’ll come with you and introduce you to a few people. I’ll set it all up before then, but that’s the first free day I’ve got. You’ll be brilliant.’

Megan reached over and rubbed her hand roughly up and down Scarlett’s arm. She turned to leave, but Scarlett called her back.

‘Megan, what were you and Mum arguing about?’

Megan stopped and turned. ‘We weren’t arguing. I annoyed her, that’s all.’

‘I heard her say something about a mistress. Did she tell you that Alison had been questioned?’

Scarlett saw Megan’s face drop. ‘What’s this got to do with Alison?’

‘It’s my fault. I feel so bad. I never wanted Mum to know. The police said they would try to keep it from her, but Alison told her.’

Megan came back over to the bed and sat down, resting her arm across Scarlett’s shoulders. ‘Tell me what you mean, Scarlett. Come on, kid. I’m not going to be mad at you and I won’t tell your mum. Just talk to me.’

Scarlett dropped her chin back onto her knees. There was something so solid and reassuring about Megan. She seemed unflappable, as if nothing would shock her.

‘I told the police that I thought Dad was having an affair before he died. At first I thought it was Alison, but she said she could prove it wasn’t. I guess the police spoke to her because they wanted to see the proof.’

‘What on earth made you think your dad was having an affair at all, never mind with Alison?’ Megan asked.

‘I saw a text on his phone. The number was withheld, but there was stuff about love.’

Scarlett felt Megan’s body tense and wondered if she had said something wrong.

‘Tell me exactly what it said and when you saw it.’

And so Scarlett did. She told her about finding her dad’s phone, and about the argument she’d had with him the morning he died. She was sobbing now.

‘Shit,’ Megan whispered before reaching out her other arm to pull Scarlett into a hug.
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‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

Lewis opened the door wide and ushered his visitor in as he spoke, leaning out to check the corridor was empty. This was not good.

‘I was in town, so I decided to come to find out what in God’s name you’re up to.’

‘And what if you’re seen?’

‘Oh ye of little faith. I had my excuse at the ready, don’t you worry. More to the point, why the hell are you still using the studio? What’s going on, Lewis?’

Lewis didn’t know whether he should admit what had happened with Scarlett, but now it was down to damage limitation.

‘The girl knows.’

‘She what?’

‘She discovered the door behind the bookcase. She pinched the key to the apartment from Fat Martin when he was snoring away in his room, the stupid twat. I found her in the studio.’

‘Martin’s a bloody moron. What did you do?’

‘I did what I do to all the girls. I sucked her in and got some photos. I had to be sure she didn’t blab to her mum.’

The gasp told Lewis that he was now in deep shit.

‘Jesus! She’s not like the other kids. They’re chosen because they come from dysfunctional families and they’re shit-scared of the repercussions if they talk. Scarlett might be frightened of what you’ll do, but she’s not stupid and she’s not scared of her mum.’

‘No, but I had her phone for a bit while she was getting changed, and there’s a boy she seems to have the hots for. If I get wind that she’s going to say anything, he might just get a pic or two. She knows I can do that. I made sure of it.’

‘Keep away from her, Lewis. I’m warning you – it can’t end well.’

‘I didn’t bloody invite her round for tea, you know. She’s a nosy little cow.’

‘So don’t give her any reason to come back. And whatever you do, don’t let it slip that you know whose daughter she is. There’s no way that you should have a clue who she is, so don’t fuck it up.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll protect the sacrosanct Bernie’s anonymity.’

‘Don’t take the piss, Lewis. And no more activity until September – you could blow the whole thing wide open.’

Lewis was tempted to tell the truth – that he had one girl who was good to go and it would be stupid to call a halt to it now. And they needed to up their game. Photos were great, but if they wanted to catch the big fish, they needed to offer more. But he said nothing about that. Better to go on the attack.

‘I still don’t know what the hell you were thinking, letting them move in next door.’

‘I wanted them where I could see them. I told you.’

‘Why, though?’

‘Because Natalie Gray has caused me more pain than you could ever know. So I want her to suffer, and I want to be close by so that from time to time I can enjoy the show.’

His visitor walked towards the door, turning at the last minute. ‘I want to see the pictures you took of Scarlett. Send them to me. You know where. But they’re just between us – don’t post them anywhere else.’

‘Why do you need to see them if we’re not going to use them?’

‘I want to see how bad the damage might be, that’s all. But I’m telling you: don’t hurt Scarlett.’

‘I didn’t know you cared so much.’

‘I don’t. But there are others who do, and they’re bloody dangerous. So listen to me for once. Don’t hurt her.’

Lewis kicked the door shut. Since when had he become the underling? Nobody was telling him what to do. He was at the sharp end in all this, and he would do as he fucking wanted. And if that meant a nosy kid had to be dealt with, so be it.
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‘Tom, have you got a moment?’ Becky asked as Tom walked past on the way to his office, whistling. He was smiling too, and much as she wanted to ask him why, Becky suspected she knew. She had received a large box of chocolates the day before, with a message saying, ‘It would be inappropriate to share any secrets, but I hope this thank you says it all. Lx,’ so she had deduced that things were going well with Tom and Louisa.

Tom stopped. ‘Of course. Here, or in my office?’

‘Here’s fine. I wanted to give you a quick update on Bernie Gray. We got a call yesterday after you left to go to your meeting. It was from a police constable from north Manchester – one of the people Keith had on his board – to say she sent the text message to Bernie just before he died. Her name’s Megan Jenkins.’

‘Ah, so she’s the one he was having an affair with then.’

‘She says not – says it’s a bit more complicated than that – but she’s coming in this morning. I’m going to have a chat with her.’

‘Of course. Do what you have to.’

Tom stepped around Becky to take a brief look at an array of pictures on the board near Keith’s desk.

‘And Jennifer Bale? I guess these are the stills from the pool CCTV.’

‘We’ve identified four of the six men in them,’ Becky told him. ‘Two are staff. One works behind the juice bar and the other is a part-time lifeguard, the one who chucked Jennifer and the boys out of the pool and told them to get dressed and go home. These two’ – Becky tapped two pictures – ‘are regulars. They come in nearly every day according to the barman. They have a swim, straight up and down, fifty lengths each, and then up to the café. They don’t sit close to the viewing window. They have a chat and a cup of coffee and then leave together. He didn’t see them with Jennifer.’

‘And the other two?’

‘We’ve not managed to track them down yet. The barman said he didn’t notice them talking to her, but they were over by the viewing window and they weren’t together. The reception staff at the pool are on the lookout for them. We’ve also shown the pictures to Lauren, Jennifer’s swimming buddy, but she doesn’t think she’s seen either of them before.’

‘We’re not getting very far with young Jennifer, are we?’ Tom said with a gentle sigh.

Becky knew he wanted to do his best for the kid, but they had so little to go on.

‘Excuse me, Tom,’ she said as her phone rang. It appeared Megan Jenkins had arrived. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll pop in and see you later.’

Tom wandered off towards his office, whistling again. This might just get irritating, Becky thought, as she made her way downstairs to reception.

*

Tom stared at the stack of papers on his desk, which seemed to have grown exponentially in the few hours that he had been away from the office. He sat down with a low groan and started to sort through them.

About halfway down the pile he came across the final report on Jennifer Bale’s death from the crime scene team. He already knew that there were no defence wounds on her body, but the report confirmed that the rooftop showed no signs of a struggle either. There were no drag marks or scuffing, and the conclusion was clear. Jennifer killed herself, just as they had suspected.

There would be an inquest, but the body could now be released for burial or cremation, and Tom had the unhappy task of telling the Bales this latest news. At least it would put an end to their uncertainty, but he wasn’t sure whether that was a blessing or not.
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‘PC Jenkins?’ Becky asked, walking towards a small woman whose tailored trousers showed off her slim waist, just as her short-sleeved shirt exposed muscular biceps. Becky imagined that without the well-defined and probably hard-earned muscles, this woman would have the body of a china doll.

Megan Jenkins gave Becky a wide if slightly jittery smile.

‘That’s me. And I can tell you this is the last place I want to be right now.’

Becky could understand that. They were investigating the death of a fellow officer, and any connection with such an event was always uncomfortable. She held out her hand. ‘DI Becky Robinson,’ she said, feeling a firm grip from the other woman and a slightly damp palm. ‘Let’s go and find somewhere comfortable to talk.’

When the two women were seated Becky suggested that they cut the formalities as this was just a chat. ‘Call me Becky,’ she said. ‘And I hope it’s okay if I call you Megan.’

Megan shuffled around in her seat a bit, then took a deep breath as if to relax her shoulders.

‘Look,’ she said. ‘Let’s cut to the chase. I know that Scarlett Gray told you she found a text on her dad’s phone with the words I love you, and she assumed the message was from his mistress. It wasn’t – it was from me.’

‘And you said on the phone that you weren’t having an affair with Bernard Gray. Is that right?’

Megan leaned forward, eager to make her point. ‘Absolutely. That’s not something that would ever have happened. I don’t make a point of telling people this, and probably Bernie’s the only one who knew, but I’m not keen on men. As friends and colleagues they’re great, but I certainly have no desire to have a sexual relationship with one.’

Becky nearly smiled as Megan’s face showed how clearly she thought that wasn’t an appetising idea.

‘I spent so much of my life hiding it – my dad would have totally flipped – so I don’t get involved in relationships. Things are much easier in the job now, as you know, but keeping it to myself is a hard habit to break.’

‘So why tell Bernie Gray that you loved him, then?’

‘Because I did love Bernie. He was my mate, my best mate. He was kind, funny and a bit inclined to be impetuous, and at the time I sent the text he was in need of support. That’s what I was offering.’

‘But you withheld your number. Why would you do that?’ Becky asked, liking this woman for her honesty.

‘I have my phone set like that all the time. I don’t know why. To do with my secrecy habit, I suppose.’

‘Scarlett seemed to remember there was rather more to the text. Something about telling the truth? What was going on in Bernie’s life, Megan? You obviously thought he had to come clean about something. What was it?’

Megan sat back in her chair and was silent for a moment, clearly trying to find the right words.

‘This must never get back to Natalie or Scarlett. Can you promise that?’

‘You know I can’t do that. If it opens a new line of enquiry it may be necessary to talk to Mrs Gray. But you do need to tell me. You get that, don’t you?’

Megan blew out a long breath. ‘I guess I do. Shit, this is such a bloody mess.’

Becky didn’t interrupt the moment of silence.

‘Okay,’ Megan said, leaning forward again to rest her forearms on her knees. ‘Bernie did something very stupid about a year before he died. There was a party. Natalie was supposed to be coming with him, but Scarlett wasn’t well so she told Bernie to go without her.’

There was another pause, and Megan swallowed hard. Becky poured some water into a glass and passed it to her.

‘Thanks, Becky. I needed that,’ Megan said, having emptied the glass in one go. ‘Bernie got pissed. We all did, except Ed. That’s Edward Cooper, another copper. The party was at his house, and he’s Captain Sensible most of the time.’

‘Yes, we know about him. Go on.’

‘The party went on into the small hours, and Ed wanted to take Bernie home, but Bernie said he was going to walk to sober up. The trouble was, he didn’t go straight home.’

Becky was sure she knew what was coming. ‘Ah. So he was having an affair after all. Scarlett was right, even though it wasn’t with you.’

‘If only it were that straightforward.’

‘What do you mean?’ Becky asked.

Megan lifted one arm and ruffled her mop of curly dark hair, clearly trying to think of how best to word her explanation.

‘One of the women from the party asked if he’d walk her back to her house. It was about three in the morning by that time, so he agreed. She suggested he went in for a cup of coffee on the basis that he couldn’t go home to Natalie in the state he was in.’

Becky had heard enough. She didn’t need the dots joining.

‘Okay, I get the picture. He gave in to temptation and took what was on offer.’

‘I don’t think it was that simple. Bernie was a really good-looking guy – he’d been propositioned many times and managed to resist. He says he fell asleep on her sofa – or more likely passed out – and had no recollection of having sex with anyone, but when he came round he was on the floor with his trousers undone. He was horrified, got himself up off the floor and staggered home. He told Natalie he’d stayed at mine, and she accepted that. I covered for him. The problem was that the woman wasn’t about to let it go. She said she needed to see him. They needed to talk about it. He didn’t think there was anything to be said, but she sounded a bit hysterical and he didn’t want her turning up on his doorstep, so he went.’

Okay,’ Becky said. ‘I can see where this is going. Wouldn’t it have been easier to just tell his wife?’

‘Have you met Natalie?’

Becky nodded. ‘She seems a sensible woman.’

Megan pulled a rueful face. ‘Natalie is a lovely woman and Bernie adored her, but she is an incurable romantic. She has no ability to deal with harsh truths, and she had a zero-tolerance policy, as she called it, on infidelity. Bernie was absolutely terrified that he would lose her and Scarlett if he ever admitted it. And let’s face it, how many women are sensible if their husband owns up to screwing someone else?’

Becky had to admit that she had a point. ‘So what happened?’

‘When he went to see this woman it was all tears and regrets – what had they done, etcetera. She said she thought they should come clean about it, and Bernie nearly flipped. Then he realised she was pulling the old bunny-boiler stunt – you know, keep seeing me or I’ll spill the beans – and he told her it was her word against his, so she could do her worst. That’s when she played her trump card.’

‘Which was?’

‘She said they would just have to hope she wasn’t pregnant. They hadn’t taken any precautions, it seems. Bernie knew that if someone other than Natalie had his child it would break her heart. She couldn’t have any more after Scarlett, and she’d really struggled with that.’

‘Oh Lord,’ Becky said, wondering why she ever had a drink when she saw the mess it got people into.

‘Bernie begged her to say nothing until they were sure. She said all she wanted from him was his support until they knew one way or the other.’

‘And?’

‘Ten days later she confirmed that she was indeed pregnant. She provided him with the evidence, although if I’d been Bernie I’d have made her pee on a stick in front of my own eyes, rather than just show him the finished product. She could have bought it online or got a pregnant friend to pee on it for her, for God’s sake. Or if there really was a baby on the way, who was to say at this point who the father was?’

‘Do you think she was pregnant? Or was it a ruse?’

‘What do you think? Bernie believed the evidence, though, and she demanded a lot of his time while they tried to work out what they were going to do. All the while he was putting off the dreadful moment when he would have to tell Natalie.’

‘I presume he never did,’ Becky said.

‘She conveniently lost the baby, although not until she’d had him at her beck and call for about fourteen weeks. Then inevitably he had to console her for their loss. She said she had nobody else to talk to as he’d asked her to keep it a secret, and to be fair Bernie would have felt the pain of losing a child too.’

Megan reached for the glass that Becky had thoughtfully refilled while she had been talking.

‘So in the end she had evidence that he’d been seeing her regularly for months, and she had proof of the pregnancy – the test and a scan – which of course she was going to share with Natalie if he stopped seeing her.’

‘So we’ll never know whether she really was pregnant, bought the scan online or pinched one from somebody else.’ Becky wished Bernie Gray was here in the room right now so that she could shake him. ‘So was it an affair?’

‘He says not, but it was always going to be his word against hers. I told him to tell Natalie the whole tale. I said I’d back him up, and that I loved him. Which I did, even though he was a stupid wanker.’

There was still one thing that Becky didn’t understand.

‘Why didn’t you tell us this before – when he was killed? I can understand Scarlett keeping it to herself, but not you.’

‘Because it wasn’t relevant.’

‘But if this woman was married or in a relationship…’

‘She wasn’t. I think she only ever wanted Bernie.’

Becky was beginning to see a motive here, right in front of her.

‘If she knew he was going to dump her, didn’t it occur to you that she might have been the one who killed him?’

Megan gave a snort of derisive laughter.

‘Oh, I know it wasn’t her. I was sitting right outside her front door in my car when I got the news about Bernie. He’d only told me the whole sorry tale a couple of weeks earlier. I knew about the first time, of course, because I covered for him. But he’d kept the rest to himself since then, silly bugger. If he’d told me from the start I’d have got the truth out of her. Anyway, while he dithered about what to do, I decided to sort it for him. I had every intention of going into that house and beating the shit out of her, if that’s what it took to keep her quiet. Or I’d make up some story to get her fired from her job.’

‘So who was this woman?’

Megan shook her head. ‘I told you, it’s not relevant. She was still in bed when Bernie died.’

‘Not good enough, Megan. She might have information about Bernie Gray that you aren’t aware of. She might be able to point us to his killer.’

Megan dropped her eyes and looked at the space between her knees. ‘She was a nurse, okay? A nurse from the village. She moved after Bernie died, and I never knew her surname. Please, leave her out of it.’

Becky looked at the other woman and knew she was hiding something. But what – and why?

Unless she turned this into a formal interview, she was sure this was all they were going to get out of Megan Jenkins, so she needed to speak to Tom. There had to be a reason why Megan wasn’t prepared to tell them everything, and Becky was determined to find out what it was.
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After Megan had left the apartment the evening before, Scarlett spent the hours until she could escape to bed watching TV. Her mum had tried to talk to her, to ask her what was troubling her, but Scarlett was terrified of what might happen if she told her about Lewis.

‘The only thing troubling me is being stuck here, in this place, where I don’t know anybody,’ Scarlett had shouted, instantly regretting her outburst when she saw the look of anguish on her mum’s face.

The sooner she got on to the programme at the arena that Megan had suggested, the better, but for the next few days all she wanted to do was keep out of everybody’s way – especially Lewis’s.

It was a sunny day again, but Scarlett couldn’t bring herself to leave the apartment. She didn’t think Lewis would have done anything with the photos yet, but she was scared that people would look at her and somehow know what she had done.

Scarlett wished her dad was still with them. She might have been able to tell him what had happened, and at the very least he gave the best hugs in the world. She had even thought about telling Ed, but as far as she knew there was no prospect of her mum making up with him so that would be a bad idea.

She hid in the bedroom all morning, not wanting to know if there were any noises coming from the other side of the wall, but she had to go through to the sitting room to reach the bathroom, and as all seemed quiet she decided to put the kettle on. While it was boiling she rooted around in the cupboard for some biscuits to take back into her hideaway.

She had just finished making her drink and was on her way back into the bedroom when she heard a shout from the adjoining apartment. It was a girl’s voice. Scarlett could hear the low murmur of a male voice, and she was sure it was Lewis.

‘No, I won’t.’ The girl’s words were clear, the voice loud and shrill.

Scarlett didn’t know what to do. The girl sounded upset, but she was scared of Lewis. He had been okay when he was taking the photos, but the way he looked at her as he had shown her out of the apartment had made goosebumps run down her spine. She hurried into the bedroom and pushed the door firmly closed behind her so she wouldn’t have to listen, knowing she was being a coward.

Putting the drink and the biscuits she no longer wanted on the bedside table, she walked over to the window and rested her head on the cool glass. The street below was empty apart from a car parked on double yellow lines at the far end of the building.

As she stared down, a door at the back of the building flew open and at the same moment a deafening siren pierced the air. A girl in a pair of denim shorts and a black T-shirt rushed out into the street and a man jumped out of the parked car. Scarlett knew the siren was the fire alarm and she should be trying to get out of the building, but she couldn’t take her eyes off what was happening in the street below. The man who had leaped out of the car was Martin. He set off after the girl, but he was way too fat to catch her.

It had to be the girl she had heard on the other side of the wall. Somehow she must have escaped via the emergency exit. Scarlett had no idea what Martin had to do with any of this, but without giving it another second’s thought she ran from the bedroom and out through the door of the apartment. She raced to the fire exit on their side of the building just as other residents began to open their doors. She ignored them all and belted down the concrete steps to the ground floor, pushing down hard on the bar to release the door.

The girl had already covered the distance between the two emergency exits and was ahead of Scarlett, running along the street. Scarlett saw her fall, drag herself back to her feet and glance back towards the door through which she had escaped. Scarlett followed her gaze. Lewis had just emerged through the door and was holding his hand to his forehead. It looked like he was bleeding.

Scarlett had to get to the girl before he did. She had no idea what she was going to do, but she had to help her. Scarlett was a good runner, and although Lewis could probably catch her, he seemed to be arguing with Martin and was still rubbing his head. She hoped the girl had hurt him.

Sprinting at full pelt along the street she quickly made ground on the girl, who was limping slightly from her fall. As Scarlett drew level she slowed down to the girl’s pace.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘Did he hurt you?’

‘He’s a bastard,’ the girl sobbed. ‘I hate him.’ She brushed away tears with the heel of her hand.

‘Down there,’ Scarlett said, pointing to a narrow alley.

‘No!’ the girl screamed. ‘It’s dark. He’ll catch us. Who are you anyway?’

‘I’m Scarlett, and he won’t catch us. Look!’ she said.

They both turned to look at the road behind them. It was now full of people evacuating the apartments as the sound of the alarm continued to reverberate around the usually quiet street. Lewis was dodging around them, but he wasn’t going to attack Scarlett or the girl in full sight of everybody.

Scarlett reached out and grabbed the girl’s hand, pulling her into the entrance to the alley. ‘Wait here.’ She crept back to the corner and peered round. Lewis had turned back and was jumping into the car with Martin. She was sure they would drive around the block to meet the two girls as they emerged from the alley onto the main street.

‘We’re going back,’ she said to the girl.

‘What? No! He’ll get us.’

‘He won’t. If we go back and cross the road, we can reach the Printworks. There are loads of cafés there. We can go in one of those and talk. Work out what we’re going to do.’

The girl looked as if she had given up – as though she would follow anyone. The fight had gone out of her. Tears were clinging to her pale lashes and flooding her grey eyes. She was much shorter than Scarlett with sturdy arms and legs, one of which was bleeding from a grazed knee.

‘We need to run – if you can – so we get there before they realise they’ve lost us.’

The two girls set off at a slow jog.
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Scarlett guided the girl to a stool at a tall table in the café.

‘You stay here,’ she said. ‘I’ll get us both a drink.’

She had a five-pound note in the pocket of her jeans, so she bought them a Coke each and took the drinks back to where the girl was sitting.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked as she sat down and pushed a can across to her.

‘Kelsey,’ the girl said quietly, mopping her tears with a paper napkin that she plucked from the dispenser on the table.

‘How long have you known Lewis?’

Kelsey looked up, shocked. ‘Do you know him too?’

‘Kind of. I know his name anyway,’ Scarlett said, not wanting to admit the truth.

Kelsey explained where she had met Lewis and how he had made her feel so special and so happy.

‘It was intense, you know? I always had to wait until he said he wanted to see me, and it was agony wondering if he was still interested. Then he’d tell me to come to the studio, and that greasy little guy would pick me up and deliver me to the back door.’

Kelsey started to cry again, and Scarlett got another Coke to share. Her money wouldn’t run to two.

‘I don’t think anyone’s ever fancied me before. I’m a bit chubby, I know that. Lewis said it made my skin feel extra soft. He liked it. All my friends at school seem to have boyfriends, but never me. After a while – when he started to touch me – I let him…you know.’ Kelsey looked at Scarlett anxiously in case she hadn’t understood. Scarlett nodded. ‘I’d never done it before, but I didn’t want him to stop liking me.’

‘So what went wrong?’ Scarlett asked, looking at Kelsey’s face, which was drained of colour.

‘Last time I went, he showed me the pictures he’d taken of me. See, he’d said that now we’re together – you know, properly together – he’d like some special photos, just for him. I didn’t think it mattered – he’d seen all there was to see by then anyway – so I agreed. But last time he said I had to swear never to tell anyone what had happened, or he’d put my pictures online. I told him, “I promise” but then his phone rang and he made me leave.’

Scarlett couldn’t bring herself to admit it had been her.

‘He said there was something he had to sort out. And then today he asked if he could take me round to a mate’s house, and I knew what he meant. He was going to share me with his mates. When I said no, he totally flipped. He showed me the pictures he’d taken – you know, the special ones. He was going to send them to my friends. He’d found their numbers on my phone.’

Scarlett felt a flutter of panic in her chest. She knew he could do this to her too.

‘So I picked up a mirror – one of them round ones on a stand – and whopped him over the head with it. I’m too short to have done a good job, but it stopped him for long enough for me to get out of the door, and I drew blood. I was glad of that, but God knows what’s going to happen to me now.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Scarlett asked, hoping Kelsey was going to go to the police. ‘Are you going to tell your mum and dad?’

‘I ain’t got a mum or a dad. I’m in foster care, and it’s the best lot I’ve had. If I tell them, I’ll be kicked off back to the home.’

Kelsey put her head down on her folded arms and sobbed. Someone came over to see if she could help, but there was nothing that either of them could tell her.

Scarlett waited until Kelsey lifted her head.

‘Where did you meet Lewis?’

‘My foster parents thought it would be good for me to do some activities, join some clubs. So I went along to this place on the outskirts of town where they do all sorts. I joined the drama group. I thought it was all legit ’cause he was one of the volunteers. And he was nice to me.’ Kelsey scrubbed at her face with the napkin and looked at her watch. ‘Shit, I’d better get going. I’m supposed to be home in half an hour and look at the state of me. They’ll know something’s wrong, and if they think I’m playing up they could chuck me out. They don’t even need a reason, so I’m trying to be good. Bollocksed that up, haven’t I?’

With a final sniff, Kelsey pushed herself back from the table and thanked Scarlett for rescuing her. ‘And don’t tell nobody, will you? Please, Scarlett. If you do, I’m dead. I’ve just got to hope that he won’t post them images.’

‘You should go to the police, Kelsey. My dad was a policeman, and my mum’s got friends who could help you. Do you want to give me your number so that I can get them to call you?’

Kelsey looked horrified. ‘No! You can’t, Scarlett. Please don’t tell anyone. I can’t be sent back to the home.’

Scarlett looked at the girl’s blotchy cheeks and red-rimmed eyes. How must it feel to have nobody? She had been feeling so sorry for herself since her dad died, but how much worse to be completely alone.

She jumped off her stool and went round the table to give Kelsey a hug. ‘Is there nothing I can do to help?’

Kelsey shook her head. ‘No, but thanks for saving me – and keep out of Lewis’s way, won’t you?’

Scarlett watched as, head down, Kelsey made her way out of the door. If only she had managed to persuade the poor kid to report Lewis, he could have been stopped without Scarlett having to get involved.

It was only then that she realised the huge mistake she had made. Kelsey could go home and hope and pray that Lewis didn’t carry out his threat, but Scarlett had nowhere to run. Her home was in the same building as Lewis, and the man he was working with could get into their apartment.

He could be waiting for her.
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It had been one of those days for Natalie. She had so much work to catch up on, and Bruce had been a total bastard all day, giving her extra tasks because of her early disappearance the day before. At the rate she was going, it would be about eight o’clock before she was able to leave the office.

She looked out of the window. It had been bright and sunny earlier and she hoped Scarlett had managed to get out of the apartment, but now a thin drizzle had set in. She had tried to ring her daughter a couple of times, but as usual these days, got no answer. For a girl who normally never moved without her mobile phone, recently she had been behaving completely out of character.

It was therefore with a jolt of surprise that she heard Scarlett’s voice.

‘Mum?’

Natalie looked up from her desk to see Scarlett standing by her side, her clothes damp, her hair falling in two drab curtains on either side of her face.

‘Scarlett! What on earth has happened?’

She jumped up from her chair and went to give the girl a hug, but Scarlett backed away. ‘Don’t, Mum. I’m wet through.’

‘I can see that. What are you doing here, sweetheart?’

‘The fire alarm went off and I panicked and ran out without my phone or my key.’

‘Oh goodness, poor you. Thank God you’re safe. Was there a fire?’

‘I don’t think so, no. But I couldn’t get back in and I couldn’t call you.’

Natalie could see that Scarlett was close to tears, and she ignored how wet her daughter was and pulled her close. She could feel the tremors running through Scarlett’s body and knew that any second now she was going to burst into tears.

‘Hey, don’t get upset, sweetheart. You haven’t done anything wrong. Why couldn’t Martin let you back in? That’s what he’s paid for, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose. But I couldn’t find him. I guess he was going round letting everybody else in. Mum, can I stay here with you until it’s time to go home?’

‘Oh, love, of course you can if that’s what you want, but you shouldn’t sit around in those wet clothes, and I’m going to have to work really late tonight. Why don’t you take my keys and go home and have a hot shower? I’ll get back as soon as I can.’

Scarlett looked as if she was about to argue, but then Bruce popped his head out of his office door.

‘This isn’t a bloody mother-and-daughter day, Natalie. I think you’ve taken the piss once too often this week. Can you come into my office, please?’

Natalie gave Scarlett a grim look and was about to give Bruce a piece of her mind, but Scarlett obviously read the anger in her mum’s eyes and snatched the keys from her desk.

‘It’s okay. I’ll go. I don’t want to cause you any bother.’

‘You’re never a bother, Scarlett.’

‘Natalie! Now, please,’ Bruce shouted.
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It was mid-afternoon by the time Tom was able to catch up with Becky. He had to tell her about Jennifer’s body being released, and her look of relief when he said he had been out to see the family on his own was hard to miss, however quickly she tried to hide it.

‘How were they?’ Becky asked.

‘Strangely subdued. Linda Bale just stared straight ahead and wouldn’t meet my eyes. I wasn’t even sure she’d taken it in. Her husband seems to be more in touch with his feelings, and I think he was relieved that the uncertainty was over. I told them we were still investigating the circumstances, but right now they need space to focus on their grief, I think.’

There was a moment’s silence as Tom and Becky thought about the family, then Keith arrived and glanced from one to the other with a puzzled frown. But as neither wanted to share their thoughts at that moment they moved on to neutral ground, Becky filling the other two in on everything Megan Jenkins had told her.

‘Do you believe her?’ Tom asked.

‘Yes and no. I’m sure some of it was the truth. I believe she sent him the text – I can’t see any reason why she would have lied.’

‘She may not have lied about the text, but perhaps about the context. Do you think she was the one having the affair with Bernie? Maybe the rest of it was an elaborate story constructed to throw us off the scent.’

‘Well, she claims to be gay, so that doesn’t really work, does it?’

‘Do you think she is, ma’am?’ Keith asked. ‘A lesbian, I mean.’

Tom saw Becky grit her teeth slightly before rearranging her features.

‘I’m not entirely sure how one is supposed to tell, Keith. People don’t come neatly packaged in stereotypical shapes and sizes, you know. I wouldn’t know just by looking at you what your sexual preferences are, would I?’

Keith flushed and looked as if he was about to tell Becky in no uncertain terms what his proclivities were, so Tom intervened.

‘Okay. I suggest we keep an open mind on that one. As Becky says, we don’t know, and without any evidence one way or the other we must assume that she might very well be telling the truth. But don’t let it blind us to other options.’

Becky silently smiled her thanks at Tom. If there was one thing guaranteed to raise Becky’s blood pressure it was pigeonholing people, and Tom had a feeling that Keith, whether judgemental or not, might tend to label people and treat them accordingly. He wouldn’t last long with Becky if that were the case.

‘Whether Megan Jenkins was having an affair with Bernie Gray or not, she was definitely avoiding telling me the whole truth. But she came in voluntarily to say she’d sent the text that Scarlett saw, and I’m certain that if she thought this woman had anything to do with Bernie’s death, she’d say so. Do you want me to interview her formally? She’d have to tell me who it was then.’

‘Not yet,’ Tom said after a moment’s thought. ‘There’s more to this than we’re understanding at the moment, and I think we need to get the fullest picture possible before we make it official and ask her to make a statement. We need to be sure we’re asking the right questions, and there’s something niggling at the back of my mind that I can’t quite grasp. We’ve got two separate cases – Jennifer Bale and Bernie Gray – and there’s a link, albeit a rather tenuous one. Bernie was part of a force-wide team investigating the grooming of underage kids. One girl who reported being a victim of such a crime – Amber Blackwood – had a very similar story to the one we’re building around Jennifer, but I can’t see any other links. The girls went to different schools, weren’t from the same church or religion, and didn’t engage in the same activities. We haven’t been able to find a single connection between them.’

‘The first girl was from north Manchester,’ Becky said. ‘She was at a school in Failsworth, but that comes under Oldham, which wasn’t Bernie’s territory – not that it would necessarily have helped.’

‘I know we promised the girl anonymity, but can we try to contact her without alerting her parents? Maybe she’d recognise one of the mugshots of the guys hanging out in the swimming pool café?’

Keith sat up even straighter. ‘I’d already thought of that, sir. Sadly, we can’t find her. It’s over two years since she reported it, and she’s left home and isn’t in touch with her parents. We didn’t give anything away, of course. We made up some story about trying to locate a friend of hers. You may remember that her father was a bully? Well, I got the impression from his wife that the daughter was well out of it. She’s either left the country or is living rough somewhere. No trace of her via her NI number, so she hasn’t got a job – at least not a legitimate one.’

‘Bugger. Well done for trying that one, Keith.’ Tom tapped his pen on the desk. ‘There’s something skulking just beneath the surface of all this, and I don’t know what it is.’
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The drizzle had stopped by the time Scarlett got back to the apartment, and her clothes had dried on her body. Her hair, however, was a different matter, and without looking she could tell that the waves that she could live with had settled into a red frizz that she couldn’t. Not that she cared. She had more important things to worry about.

Scarlett had gone to her mum’s office determined to tell her the truth. If her photo was posted all over social media, so be it. She would have to live with it, because Lewis was dangerous. He was just the type of person her dad used to lock up, and what he was doing was wrong. But Scarlett hadn’t had the chance to say anything to her mum before that horrible Bruce dragged her away. She didn’t want to be responsible for her losing her job on top of everything else.

She couldn’t think where else to go but back to the apartment. She had no money left, so a café was out, and she knew nobody in Manchester apart from Lewis and Martin and somehow she had to get home safely without alerting either of them to the fact that she was there.

As she approached the main entrance, she looked warily through the arch. Her heart was pounding at the thought of seeing Lewis, who was bound to have spotted her with Kelsey earlier.

She crept up the metal staircase, afraid that if she trod heavily Martin would hear her and come out from his office. She could outrun him, but he would tell Lewis she was home. And Martin had a key to their apartment.

As she reached the top of the stairs, she felt a little more secure. She didn’t think anyone had seen her, so maybe she would be okay now.

She climbed the internal staircase to the second floor, her breathing shallow. The back of her neck felt damp, whether from her still-wet hair or because of her fear, she didn’t know, but she glanced over her shoulder every two or three steps to make sure nobody was behind her.

The corridor was flooded with light from the windows to the courtyard, and as she reached the corner to the corridor that led to their apartment she felt a surge of relief. Nearly home now.

She turned into the dark hall, with only a trace of residual light from the area she had just left casting her shadow onto the concrete floor. She took a step forward, waiting for the lights to come on.

Nothing happened.

Ahead of her were the blank doors of the other apartments, but she could barely see them. At the far end, the area by their front door was in total darkness. She didn’t have a phone to light her way either.

Scarlett stopped dead. Should she go back and find someone to go with her to the door? But who could she ask?

She took one more step forward, cautiously, hoping the lights would suddenly blind her with their white glare. They didn’t.

By Scarlett’s reckoning, it was about forty metres to their front door. She knew her eyes would soon become accustomed to the gloom, and once she was inside – home, as much as it could be called that – she could lock herself in the bedroom and she would be safe until her mum came back from work.

Holding her hands out to her sides as if negotiating a tightrope, she crept forward, carefully putting one foot in front of the other. Still no lights came on. She took a deep breath. It caught in her throat, tight with fear.

She was past the entrance to the fire escape, the same stairs she had raced down a couple of hours before. If she could put back the clock, would she still run after the girl? It was too late to think like that now.

The first apartment door was coming up on the right, and once she was past it there would be only one more door before theirs.

She heard something. A soft click. Scarlett froze and listened. Nothing – no other sound. Then she heard the creak of rarely used hinges. A door was opening, and it was behind her.

She spun round, knowing that her worst fears had been realised. Silhouetted against the faint light from the distant courtyard windows was the outline of a man, legs apart, hands held slightly away from his sides.

Scarlett turned back and started to run. She wanted to scream, but she needed all her energy.

It took him no more than three long strides to catch her. With one arm he clasped her slight body to his, and the other circled her head, a hand clamping over her mouth.

‘Don’t fight me, Scarlett. It will be worse for you if you do.’

He dragged her back towards the emergency exit, away from safety.
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As Bruce droned on about the publicity that needed to be drummed up for one of their clients – a man who in Natalie’s view had not one interesting thing to say in the interviews they were trying to line up for him – her mind kept wandering to Scarlett. She had looked bereft; there was no other word for it. Granted the wet hair and clothes must have been making her thoroughly fed up, but there was something else going on.

It had been such a difficult few days for Scarlett. The abrupt departure from Ed’s had been bad enough, but she had been devastated by the news that the police had questioned Alison about an affair with Bernie. She had also said something to Megan when they were in the bedroom that seemed to upset them both, but neither of them would tell Natalie what.

Megan’s criticism of Natalie had been bang on the money. She had always lived in cloud cuckoo land, as her mother used to say. She invariably thought the best of people and tried to ignore anything that didn’t fit perfectly into her lovely little world. The only exception to that had been the way she had run from Ed. But that was instinctive. She might be able to hide from reality in her own life, but nobody – absolutely nobody – was going to harm Scarlett. And yet in spite of that, her daughter was hurting, and Natalie suspected she was shielding her own mother from something.

‘Natalie, are you listening?’ Bruce asked, his voice petulant. That was the trouble, really: her boss liked the sound of his own voice a bit too much, and Natalie had always given in to him.

‘No, I’m not listening,’ she said, standing up. ‘I’m worried about my daughter. She needs me, so I’m sorry – I know it’s not ideal – but I’m going home.’

She knew that Bruce was tempted to shout at her to sit down and do her job, but even he knew that wasn’t professional. His glare, however, said it all. If she lost her job it was hard luck; they would manage somehow.

Natalie hurried back to her desk and grabbed her bag. As she waited for the lift she tried Scarlett’s mobile but got no answer. She should have been home by now, but perhaps she was having a shower after the soaking she got earlier.

The lift doors opened, and Natalie looked up from her phone.

‘Ed? What the hell are you doing here?’ she asked, once again not quite able to conquer the yearning for the security this man had always seemed to offer.

‘I need to talk to you, and it won’t wait till Friday. I’ve swapped shifts. Can we talk? Please, Natalie, it’s really important.’

Natalie pushed past him and into the lift.

‘I need to get back to Scarlett. I’m sorry, Ed. There’s something wrong with her, and I don’t know what it is.’

‘Can I come with you?’

‘No! Of course not. Nothing has changed.’

Ed ignored her and stepped into the lift, pressing the button for the ground floor.

‘But everything has changed. I’ve been trying to protect you, but I can’t do it any more. By shielding you, I’m effectively putting an end to us – to everything we could have together. You have to listen to me.’

‘What – more lies? More avoiding the truth?’

‘No, the truth. And with evidence.’

The lift had arrived at the ground floor and the doors were opening.

‘Look, Nat, I need five minutes. That’s all it will take, I promise. There’s a coffee shop next door. Can you just sit down and listen, then you can decide what to do?’

Natalie stopped in the foyer of the office block, not looking at Ed. She had known this man for all of her adult life and he had never once been anything other than a good friend, even before he was her lover. Was she being fair?

She raised her head and looked at him, the frown lines between his heavy brows seeming deeper than they had only ten days previously.

‘Okay. Five minutes.’

Ed’s whole body seemed to sag, as if every muscle had been tensed.

They went outside into what had now become a sunny day and into the coffee shop next door.

‘What can I get you?’ Ed asked.

‘It’s not a date, Ed. A glass of tap water will be fine.’

A smiling young waitress came to the table and took their order – coffee for Ed because he said he couldn’t just ask for two glasses of tap water, and a bottle of mineral water for Natalie.

As soon as the girl was gone, Ed started. ‘Before we get to the big stuff, let’s get the trivia out of the way. The camera.’

He pulled two sheets of paper from a small briefcase he was carrying and passed them across the table. Natalie could see that the top one was covered with small images which looked like Ed’s back garden.

‘Ed, I’m not stupid. You could have taken these yesterday having deleted anything you didn’t want me to see.’

‘Of course I could. So look at the second sheet.’

It was a receipt for a camera, bought two days before she left him. Natalie didn’t understand what this meant.

‘I bought the camera, Nat, because I’d suggested a holiday – you, me and Scarlett. I know you like to keep photographs, and I had nothing but my phone. It was supposed to be a surprise. I tried out a few shots in the garden when you were out.’

Natalie didn’t know what to say. It felt like one more thing to throw into the bucket of confusion.

‘Next. I did something that’s going to make you angry. After you left I was putting away the washing. Scarlett had been swimming and her costume was in the basket. I don’t know if she told you, but I took it to your apartment. Megan gave me the address, and I thought Scarlett might need it if she had nothing to do. I knew you wouldn’t come back to collect it. I also knew you’d be furious, so I waited outside hoping to see you leave the apartment before I went in.’

Natalie looked at him, horrified that he had been so devious and puzzled by the fact that Scarlett hadn’t told her.

‘I deserve that look. I wanted Scarlett to know that I care about her. I saw you leave, then I didn’t know if I was doing the right thing or not, so I spent most of the day trailing aimlessly around Manchester, trying to decide what to do. In the end, I delivered the parcel. I didn’t see Scarlett, but I know I should have told you. I was upset and confused, but it was the wrong thing to do.’

Natalie took a gulp of her water. She wanted to shout at Ed, but he was talking as if he was giving evidence in court. Clipped speech, precise and unemotional.

Ed didn’t wait for her to comment. ‘Finally, the important bit,’ he said. ‘I understand why you asked Alison to come and take the boxes. I do, really. But I was looking through them for a reason. You and I both know that Bernie used to scribble things down, and when I was helping you shift the boxes from your house in the first place, one of his notebooks fell out. It didn’t have much in it – at least, not much more than a few ideas for Christmas presents for you – but there was something else.’

He looked at Natalie, and she could see how difficult he was finding this.

‘Go on, Ed. Whatever it is, just tell me.’

‘What I found was the reason I was looking in the boxes – to see if there was anything else that would help me make sense of it.’ He put his hand in the briefcase and pulled out another sheet of paper. ‘This is a copy of one of the pages from the notebook. Do you recognise this writing?’

‘Of course I do. It’s Bernie’s.’

Natalie looked at the page, blank except for three lines:


http://3Yx7934j0che2254.onion

BigOwl1942

T******m



She looked up at Ed. ‘What does it mean? It looks like a web address but ends in dot onion. I’ve never seen that before.’

‘It’s a website on the dark web. The next line is the login, and the line after a hint for the password.’

The waitress delivered the coffee and water. ‘Anything else I can help you with?’ she asked with another beaming smile.

‘No, thanks,’ Ed said, never taking his eyes off Natalie.

‘What is it? What sort of website is it?’

She knew the answer before he spoke.

‘It’s the website you found on my computer – the one with the photographs of the kids. I checked it out when I found Bernie’s notebook.’

Natalie felt her throat close up. She thought she might be sick and hastily grabbed the glass of water, spilling a little as she raised it in shaking hands.

‘The password at the bottom took a bit of working out, but I got there in the end.’

Replacing the glass gently on the table, Natalie said, ‘It’s a pity you didn’t ask me. Bernie’s party trick – saying the alphabet backwards. It’s Tsrqponm.’

Ed nodded but didn’t say anything.

She lifted her eyes to his. ‘Why did he have a note of this website? Was it something to do with his work?’

‘That’s what I’ve been trying to find out without making too many waves. But I don’t think so. This particular site was set up a couple of months after Bernie went back into uniform. He’d left Operation Sphere so there’s no way he’d have had to know about it for the task force. I’ve checked if there were any investigations locally that I might not have been aware of, but there’s nothing.’

Natalie still stared at him. She had left Ed because of this, and because it made her doubt his feelings towards Scarlett. And now she didn’t know what to think.

For a moment she considered telling him about the receipt she had found with the apartment address on it. But he hadn’t finished.

‘There’s something else. The login didn’t only give me access as a user so I could look at the photos. It was an admin login. You know what that means, don’t you?’

Natalie did know, but she still wanted Ed to spell it out to her. He leaned across the table and held her hand, his thumb stroking her skin.

‘I’m sorry, love, but it means he was able to control the site, post the images and take money from the sick bastards who subscribed.’
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‘If you scream, little girl, I’ll throw you down the stairs,’ Lewis said as he dragged Scarlett through the door to the emergency exit. ‘Now, are you going to do this the easy way or the hard way?’

Scarlett looked down the flight of concrete steps then back at Lewis’s face, his eyes black and his mouth a thin, hard line. Her mouth was covered, so she gave a sharp nod of her head, hoping he would interpret it correctly. She had to do what he told her. She had no doubt that he would carry out his threat.

He slowly released his grip on her mouth, and she raised a hand to rub away the feel of his skin on hers. He shifted the arm that was circling her chest holding her captive against him, and grasped her upper arm, dragging her up the staircase. She stumbled as she tried to keep up with his long strides, but he didn’t let her fall. He yanked her upright and carried on walking.

‘Where are you taking me?’ Scarlett asked, a combination of tears and fear choking her. ‘Please don’t hurt me, Lewis. Please. I won’t tell anyone anything, I promise.’

Lewis stopped and spun round. Scarlett’s foot slipped off the step, her ankle crashing against the edge as it did. She tried to stifle a squeal of pain.

‘Shut your mouth. Not a word until I tell you. And keep your eyes on your feet if you don’t want to hurt yourself again.’

He shook her roughly by the arm and turned to begin climbing again, Scarlett limping and gasping each time her bad ankle had to take her weight. They passed the door to the top floor but carried on up. Where was he taking her?

As they rounded the final bend in the stairs, Scarlett risked a glance up and saw a door – another emergency exit. And there was only one place that could lead to. The roof.

She pulled back against Lewis’s hand. If she could just break free she could run down the stairs and back into the corridor of the top floor, screaming as she went. Someone would hear her, she was sure. But as she shifted her weight to her other leg, the ankle gave way beneath her. She wasn’t able to run anywhere, and anyway Lewis would be after her with the speed of a panther, snarling with anger and ready to fling her down the unyielding stairway. But if he got her to the roof, it could be so much worse.

As if sensing Scarlett’s impulse, Lewis tightened his grip on her and dragged her up the remaining steps. At the top he punched a code into the keypad, and the door clicked. He kicked it open with his right foot and hauled her out onto the flat roof, pushing her away from the door.

There was nowhere for Scarlett to run. She twisted her head from side to side, but the only break in the roof’s featureless surface was the door through which they had come, built into a small concrete stairhead to allow access, and a similar construction on the roof of the south wing. A low brick parapet ran around the edge of the roof. The buildings on either side were close, but slightly lower, so nobody would be able to see her from an office window. The only way out was back through the door. And Lewis was standing right in front of it.

He took two steps towards her, and she backed away, limping, never taking her eyes from him.

‘I wouldn’t step any further back, if I were you, little girl.’

Scarlett glanced behind. She was no more than a metre from the parapet, and if she backed into that she would fall straight over the edge, crashing onto the street below.

‘What do you want? I’ve said I won’t tell, and I won’t. I promise. Please, Lewis. Just let me go home.’

‘Shut up and listen. Don’t move. I need to tell you something – something I shouldn’t be telling anyone, let alone you. But I think it’s the only way, given what that stupid girl Kelsey has probably said.’

Scarlett watched his eyes, which were narrowed as if he were trying to decide what to say to her.

‘What I need to tell you, Scarlett, is hugely confidential. The truth is, I’m a policeman and I’m working undercover. Deep undercover. We’re setting up a trap that’s taken three years to organise. I’m sorry I threatened you with those photos, but I had to find a way of keeping you quiet.’

‘If you’re a policeman, why would you treat Kelsey so badly? Surely the police don’t allow that?’

‘I have to behave as badly as the real villains do, or nobody will believe me. You must have seen films with undercover cops taking part in armed robberies or selling drugs to kids? We do what we have to, because we need to rid the world of the scum who take advantage of girls like Kelsey.’

Scarlett looked at him, unsure whether to believe him or not. If she said she did, though, he might let her go.

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ she said.

Lewis wasn’t so easily fooled. ‘No, Scarlett. You don’t believe me. You’re just playing along, and as soon as I let you go you’ll go running to Mummy or PC Daddy and tell them everything, and they’ll call the police.’

‘Well what’s wrong with that? If you really are a policeman, they’ll confirm it.’

‘You are so innocent, young Scarlett. I’ll tell you why, shall I? The last policeman who worked on this case with me was killed. He wasn’t deep undercover like me – he was working with the team investigating these crimes. To all intents and purposes he was a regular cop, but he was working with me in secret. The only person who knew about him, about any of this, was our handler. And then this cop was killed – mown down, supposedly by joyriders, while he was out walking his daughter’s puppy.’

Scarlett felt her whole body freeze, tiny prickles piercing every inch of her skin. He meant her dad. She was certain of it.

She had never told Lewis that her dad was dead; she had lied and said her parents were divorced, and that her dad was a policeman – a very-much-alive policeman. Now she wanted to cry and scream and ask him about her dad, what he had done to make someone murder him, ask Lewis if he knew who had killed him. But then he would know that she had lied to him, and she had to make him trust her so he would let her go.

He was watching her, his eyes slightly closed as if to hide the emotions concealed behind them.

‘Why did someone want to kill this policeman?’ she asked, her voice shaking. She only just stopped herself from saying ‘my dad’.

‘Because he was getting too close. That’s why you can’t tell anyone, and definitely not the police. Nobody knows about this operation apart from my handler and his boss. And nobody must know, especially the police. Because at the very top of our list of suspects is a senior police officer.’
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Natalie raced up the metal staircase to the north wing, knowing that once the fierce rush of adrenaline was spent she would collapse like a rag doll. But for now the stress was keeping her going – that and her anger at Ed. Why hadn’t he left things well alone? Why did he have to start digging up things about Bernie now, a man who wasn’t alive to defend himself?

The photocopy of the note he had shown her seemed to be written in Bernie’s hand. But was it? She was no expert, but Bernie’s writing wouldn’t be particularly difficult to copy, if someone was of a mind to do that. Could Ed have done it to get himself out of the deep hole he had been in since Natalie had spotted the website on his computer? Who was she supposed to believe?

It wasn’t until she told Ed she needed time alone and didn’t want him to come back with her to the apartment that he had dealt the final blow.

‘I’m sorry, Nat. I love you. I think you know that. I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you, and that’s why, as I discovered things about Bernie, I’ve tried so hard to hide them from you. I wanted all your memories of him to be good.’

‘They are all good,’ Natalie shouted at him, causing the young waitress to give them a nervous look.

Ed shook his head in defeat. ‘Think about it, darling. Please just think about it.’ He reached out his hand to cover hers.

Natalie snatched her hand away and pushed her chair back, rising from her seat to leave. Bernie’s name was going to be dragged through the mud, and she suddenly felt that she was the only one who cared enough to defend him.

‘I’m sorry,’ Ed said again. ‘Bernie was my friend, but that website he was looking at didn’t get there by chance, and he had administration rights.’

‘So you keep saying, but you’re being ridiculous, Ed.’ Natalie banged her clenched fists on the table and leaned towards him, spitting the words at him. What she really wanted to do was put two hands around his throat and squeeze. He was dismantling, piece by jagged piece, the memories she had of her husband, and he didn’t have the right to do that.

Ed grabbed her wrists, but she jerked them out of his grasp. Still standing, she glared at this man who she had thought she loved, hating him for what he was doing. It didn’t make sense anyway. Bernie was a self-confessed technophobe.

People were staring, but she didn’t care. ‘You and I both know that Bernie had absolutely zero understanding of computers. He could no more have set up that website than I could fly to the moon. Whatever the explanation is, it’s not what you’re thinking.’

‘Whether he set it up or just had access, it’s the kind of web address that you have to be given by someone in the know. It was hidden on the dark web, for God’s sake,’ Ed said, rubbing one hand distractedly over his shaved head. ‘If Bernie was working with someone else, we need to find out who it was. That’s why I have to report this. I’m going to talk to the guy heading up the new investigation. His name’s Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas, and whether you agree or not, he’s going to want to talk to you. The very least I could do is give you warning. Bernie was into some bad shit, and it’s best you heard it from me.’

She glared at the man who was turning her world upside down, but he wasn’t able to meet her gaze. What was this going to do to Scarlett?

That thought spurred her to action, and she ran out of the café without a further word and raced back to the apartment. She had to get to her daughter, tell her of these lies, protect her from any further hurt.

She dashed along the sunlit corridor bordering the courtyard and turned left into the short stretch before their apartment.

‘Shit,’ she muttered when the lights failed to come on, but the gloom barely slowed her down. Keeping the fingers of her right hand hovering close to the wall, she made it to the door and raised her hand to knock.

To Natalie’s surprise, the door swung open. Scarlett couldn’t have closed it properly behind her.

‘Scarlett!’ she shouted as she walked through the door.

There was no answer. The sitting room was empty. Natalie flung open the door to the bedroom. There was no sign of Scarlett, not even a pile of damp clothes on the floor. In fact there was no evidence that she had been back at all. But the door was unlocked and Scarlett had Natalie’s keys. So where was she?

All she could think was that her daughter had needed her help and she had failed her. The strength left Natalie in an instant, and her body sagged, the taut muscles turning to jelly. She lowered herself onto the edge of the bed, her shoulders bent, arms dangling between her knees.

‘I need you, Bernie,’ she whispered.

*

Lewis knew Dad.

It was all Scarlett could think. She wanted to ask him about the case they had been working on, to hear what a fantastic job her dad had been doing, but all she could do was stare at this man who had terrified the life out of her and be grateful he wasn’t going to hurt her. At least, she didn’t think so.

‘Can I trust you with this?’ he asked.

Scarlett nodded, knowing she couldn’t admit to lying to him about her dad if she wanted him to have any faith in her.

‘Maybe you could help find out who killed the policeman who was working with you,’ she said.

‘I am, Scarlett. Every day we’re getting a bit closer. But do you understand why you can’t tell anyone, not even your mum?’

Scarlett didn’t want to keep this to herself. It was too big a secret, and the thought of holding it inside threatened to choke her.

‘Oh, but my mum would understand. Honestly she would. I’m sure she’d want to help too.’

Lewis shook his head. ‘No, Scarlett. That’s not how it works. I know you said your dad’s a policeman, but you mustn’t tell him either. It’s dangerous. I can only tell you because nobody’s going to suspect a teenager of knowing anything. But if these people think your mum’s involved, she might be the next one to die, and I’m sure you don’t want that to happen, do you?’

That hadn’t occurred to Scarlett, and she wished Lewis hadn’t told her. She needed time to think about all this, especially her dad. He had been a hero, but nobody knew.

‘Okay, I won’t tell anyone.’ She looked up into his dark eyes and wished she could read the secrets hiding there. ‘Can I go now, please?’

‘Only when you’ve promised me.’ One side of his mouth lifted in a half-smile, and Scarlett knew he was making fun of her, reminding her of when she made him promise not to come into the room while she was getting changed.

She shuddered at the memory. ‘I promise,’ she whispered.

Lewis stood to one side, indicating with his arm that she should go in front of him, back through the door down into the apartment building. She did as he asked, but when they reached the top of the stairs Scarlett gripped the banister tightly, putting as little weight on her sore ankle as possible. As she descended, one step at a time, the only sound was her own breathing and the squeak of her trainers on the concrete steps. Lewis’s tread on the stairs was almost silent, and an image flashed through her mind of one of his legs reaching out from behind, winding around her knees, hooking them from under her so she went hurtling down to her death.
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Tom was becoming increasingly frustrated by the lack of results in the investigations that Becky and her team were focusing on. As always, he was overseeing several other cases but these two were getting under his skin.

He pushed aside the files and reports he had been reading and grabbed a clean sheet of paper and a pen. Starting with Bernie Gray, he began listing facts about the police officer’s life with arrows pointing to questions they needed to answer.

Was he having an affair, and if so with whom? Did his wife know about it, and was that reason enough to kill him? Did his mistress or her partner have a reason to kill Bernie? Or was it some other kind of relationship, and if it was as manipulative as PC Jenkins had suggested, would that provide a greater motive for murder?

If Bernie Gray had been killed on purpose, and not by a random joyrider, then it meant his killer had to be aware of Bernie’s puppy-walking routine. How many people would know that?

If his marriage was falling apart, had his wife secretly been in love with Ed Cooper?

Bernie had been involved in Operation Sphere, working on finding people grooming young teenagers, predominantly girls. Could that be related to his murder?

Under a separate column headed ‘Operation Sphere’, Tom wrote down the name Amber Blackwood, the girl who had made the Crimestoppers report before Bernie left the team. There had to have been a leak because the man calling himself Jed had cleared out of his studio before they got to him. Could the leak have been Bernie? Keith had checked through the files though, and Bernie Gray was off duty the day Amber made the report.

Jennifer Bale had suffered a similar experience to Amber as far as they could tell, and given that the whole purpose of Operation Sphere had been to catch people like the man who had ‘owned’ Jennifer and Amber, there had to be a connection. Tom didn’t believe in coincidences.

He scrunched the paper into a ball and aimed it at the wastepaper basket. He missed. ‘Bollocks,’ he said, pushing himself up from his chair to pick up his litter.

A movement caught in the corner of his eye alerted him to the fact that he wasn’t alone, and he looked up to see Becky standing in his open doorway, leaning on the doorjamb with her arms folded.

‘Lousy shot,’ she said.

‘Lousy everything at the moment,’ Tom said, sitting back down. ‘I know there’s something I’m missing and it won’t come to me.’

‘Well, here’s a little diversion for you.’ Becky pushed herself upright and came into the room, closing the door behind her. Tom raised his eyebrows. He rarely felt the need for privacy.

‘We’ve got a visitor downstairs who wants to know if you have half an hour for a chat about Bernard Gray’s death.’

‘Who?’ Tom asked, still not sure what the cloak-and-dagger stuff was all about.

‘It’s Sergeant Edward Cooper, Gray’s best mate, colleague, and his wife’s new lover. He’s one of ours, so I didn’t want the whole department talking about it and rumours flying around. Do you want to see him, or should I do it on my own?’

‘No chance, Becky. I want to meet this man for myself – see what he’s all about. He’s a police officer, so he’ll know he’s potentially under the spotlight, given that he’s moved in with his dead mate’s widow, particularly as he claims to have been in love with her for all his adult life.’

‘Yes, but he’s hardly likely to have admitted that if he had killed off the opposition, is he?’

‘Maybe he’s expecting us to think that. Maybe it’s a double bluff.’

Becky rolled her eyes. ‘Let’s just see what he has to say, shall we?’ She turned and headed towards the door.

‘Can you show him in, get him a cup of tea or something, and I’ll be down in five minutes?’

‘What you really mean is, can I play nice and see how confident or nervous he is, assess how he reacts to the mention of his dead best friend and press a few buttons to find out why his relationship with Natalie Gray lasted such a short time? Would that be about the sum of it?’ She gave him a knowing grin, pulled the door open and walked out without waiting for a response.

*

Becky observed Edward Cooper quietly for a few moments as he sat in reception. He was leaning forward, rubbing his hands together, interlocking his fingers as if he were about to pray. Then he sat back for a moment or two, then forward again, as if he couldn’t get comfortable. From his demeanour she felt certain there was something there – some fragment of truth that might make all the pieces fit together. The skill would be in finding it.

Before he had the chance to realise he was being watched she walked briskly towards him, gave him her best smile and held out her hand to shake.

‘Thanks for coming in to see us, Sergeant Cooper,’ she said, having introduced herself. ‘DCI Douglas will be down shortly, so I thought we might make a start without him. Is that okay with you?’

‘It’s fine. I don’t know whether what I’m about to tell you will help or not, but it’s not something I should keep to myself.’

‘Can I get you a drink while we’re waiting?’ she asked.

‘Just water, please.’

Becky organised the water, showed Cooper into an interview room and sat down opposite him.

‘Maybe you could start by telling me how you knew Sergeant Gray.’

He shuffled around in his seat and cleared his throat before explaining that they had been mates at school and had both decided to join the police as soon as they were eighteen.

‘And Natalie Gray – when did you first meet her?’

Cooper narrowed his eyes slightly, clearly uncertain about where this questioning was going.

‘We both met Nat the same night. It was at a party when she was in the sixth form at school. We were doing our training at the time. We tossed a coin for which of us got to chat her up.’

One side of Cooper’s mouth slid up in a half-smile at the memory.

‘And you lost?’

‘No. Actually I won, but sadly she just wanted to know who my friend was and whether he had a girlfriend or not. It was pretty clear to me that she preferred Bernie, so I backed off and left them to it.’

For a moment Becky wasn’t sure what to say. This man had admitted that he had been in love with Natalie Gray for years, and yet he hadn’t fought for her when he’d had the chance.

‘Tell me about your relationship with Bernard Gray,’ she said, watching him closely to see if there were any chinks there – any indication that he had hated his friend for stealing the love of his life. His face was expressionless, with no sign of grief over Bernie’s death. Equally he wasn’t obviously gloating that he had – albeit briefly – finally won his prize.

‘We were good friends. I don’t know what else to say, really.’ He gave a slight shrug. ‘We worked together, and I respected him as a colleague. We socialised a lot, enjoyed each other’s company, had a shared love of films. I’m Scarlett’s godfather too. We live in a small village, so obviously we saw each other all the time.’

‘What was Bernie Gray like, as a person?’

Sergeant Cooper stared at the table between them, as if he was trying to conjure up an image of his dead friend. He didn’t raise his eyes to Becky’s as he spoke.

‘I’m not sure I know how to answer that. I had always believed he was honest and straightforward, but now I don’t know what to think. He was always up for a laugh, liked to party – which usually meant he drank too much, but he’s not alone there. Natalie was very tolerant. She’s the kind of person who likes to imagine everything is hunky-dory, if you know what I mean. She doesn’t like confrontation and prefers to assume the best in people. She certainly felt that way about Bernie. He could do no wrong in her eyes.’

Becky detected a slight note of bitterness in Cooper’s voice, and she couldn’t help noticing how quickly he had moved the conversation away from Bernie and on to the topic of his favourite person, Natalie Gray. Maybe it was time to press some buttons.

‘So if Mrs Gray always thinks the best of people – which is what I think you’re suggesting – what was so bad about living with you that she had to leave after such a short time?’

Sergeant Cooper lifted wide eyes to Becky, and it was clear that he had no idea what to say.

*

As Tom entered the interview room it was immediately apparent that there was tension in the air. He often wondered how it was that something so intangible could be so unmistakable, but whatever had just been said, it had made Sergeant Cooper uncomfortable.

Tom introduced himself and sat down next to Becky. ‘Don’t let me interrupt. Where were you up to?’

‘Sergeant Cooper was about to tell me what caused him and Mrs Gray to split up.’

Cooper put both hands palms down on the table in front of him and leaned back in his seat as if to show that this line of questioning didn’t distress him.

‘I came here voluntarily today to give you information I thought you might find useful. I really don’t want to get into a discussion about my relationship with Natalie.’

Becky looked as if she was about to pursue this, but Tom could see the man was getting agitated. He may have adopted a relaxed pose, but the constant flicking of his middle finger with the nail of his thumb told a different story.

Tom glanced quickly at Becky and she clearly got the message. They needed to get what they could from Cooper before backing him into a corner, if that became necessary.

Tom gave what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

‘We appreciate you coming in, Sergeant Cooper. You’re no doubt aware that Bernard Gray’s death was always considered to be an accident, but we’re now reviewing everything in the light of what may potentially be new evidence.’

Ed Cooper’s eyes locked onto Tom’s. ‘Does Natalie know this?’

‘I’m not prepared to talk about our conversations with Mrs Gray. Look, Sergeant Cooper, nobody’s trying to put you in a difficult position, so why don’t you tell us why you’re here?’

Cooper pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and passed it across the table. Tom could see that the page contained nothing other than a web address and login details.

‘I found details of this website in Bernie’s things. I’ve looked at the site, and as Inspector Robinson seems so keen to understand what caused Natalie and me to split, it’s because she found a link to it on my computer and I refused to give her an explanation. At the time I thought it would be kinder not to shatter her illusions about her husband. The site sells indecent images of young teenagers. Most look to be about twelve or thirteen, but looks can be deceptive as we all know.’

Tom watched the man’s expression carefully. Could he be making this up to hide his own involvement? Natalie Gray had obviously been ready to accept that Cooper was guilty.

‘I’m sure you’re aware that Gray was on the Operation Sphere team, aren’t you?’ Tom said. ‘I’m not entirely surprised that he had information about a website such as the one you describe. Why do you think it’s important?’

Cooper’s eyebrows came together, and he looked at Tom as if he was totally missing the point.

‘It’s highly unlikely that anyone on Operation Sphere would have had administration rights for a site like this, but maybe not impossible.’ He pulled something out of his small briefcase. ‘This is the original notebook from which I took the photocopy. I didn’t want his wife to see the whole thing, so I told her the only other notes were about Christmas presents. They weren’t. Take a look.’

Cooper pushed a notebook across the table to Tom. It was inside a plastic bag, and Tom emptied it out onto the table, careful not to touch the cover. They would need to be certain that Bernie Gray had actually handled the notebook, although many people had undoubtedly touched it since its manufacture. The cover was plain black, and Tom placed his fingers inside the plastic bag to act as a glove and held the edge of the notebook. He used a pen to flick it open.

‘Go forward a couple of pages,’ said Cooper. Tom did so. ‘There.’

Bernie had written one word: ‘FREEDOM!!!’ The capital letters were large, and it seemed as if the word itself evoked the sense of escape that Bernie seemed to be looking for. But escape from what?

Tom turned to the next page, which was headed ‘Option 1’. Under it was ‘TRUTH?’ He looked up at Edward Cooper, who nodded his head slightly as if to say, Go on. Tom turned to the next page, which was headed ‘Option 2’. On that page he saw the details of the website Cooper had told them about, exactly as the photocopy showed.

‘There’s no saying how long ago he wrote this, is there?’ Tom said.

‘Turn back to the title page, sir.’

Tom did as he suggested and saw the reason for Cooper’s conviction that the notes had been written long after Bernie Gray had left the Operation Sphere team. On the title page was an inscription. It appeared the notebook had been a Christmas present given to Gray just days before he died.

‘Natalie and Bernie were big fans of Christmas, and even if they couldn’t afford expensive presents they all had stockings with lots of little gifts. This was one of them, I imagine, because it says it’s from Santa.’

On the page immediately after the title page and before the notes that Bernie had written was a year planner with each of the few days between New Year and his death crossed through. A date two days after he died had been circled with a heavy hand that had nearly ripped through the page. It was clear that something important would happen on that day.

‘Where did you find it, if Mrs Gray knew nothing about it?’ Tom asked, closing the notebook.

‘I told her it had dropped out of one of the boxes when she was moving into my house, but that isn’t strictly true. I found it inside an old VHS box. I was looking through everything of Bernie’s that Natalie had brought with her, checking if there was anything that I would prefer her not to see.’

‘What do you mean?’ Becky asked.

Cooper paused for a moment as if measuring his words. ‘In the months before he died I felt sure Bernie had secrets. He wasn’t himself. I knew it was Natalie’s plan to go through everything of his with her daughter, and if there was anything incriminating – anything that might upset them both – I thought it better to remove it.’

‘Did you find anything else?’

‘No. Natalie asked her friend Alison to move the boxes to her place before I had the chance to go through everything.’

‘And you think he was concealing this notebook, do you?’ Tom asked.

‘I think he hid it in the VHS box because he knew Natalie would never think of looking inside.’

‘Do you think the content is significant?’

‘I didn’t know what to make of it. He seemed to have three options for achieving his freedom – from what, I don’t know. The third one means nothing to me, though.’

Tom flicked through the notebook until he came to the page headed ‘Option 3’. He stared at the two words written there for a moment and then pushed the book across the table with his pen to Becky. He didn’t need to look at her to know that she would understand instantly.

The final route to freedom was a name known only to a few – the original members of Operation Sphere and now Tom’s team. Amber Blackwood. The girl who had filed the original report with Crimestoppers two years ago. Six months before Bernie Gray died.
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Scarlett quietly let herself into the apartment with her mum’s key. It was hard to believe everything that had happened that day, but now she finally understood it all. Her dad had been working undercover in a dangerous world, and that’s why he had died. It didn’t diminish the pain of having lost him or the dreadful memory of the last words she had spoken to him, but she was so proud of him. Maybe that was what all the secrecy had been about in the last few months of his life. He hadn’t been allowed to tell them, so when he went out more often than usual it must have been because he was meeting Lewis or their ‘handler’, as Lewis called their boss. She still didn’t understand why he had received that text, but maybe he hadn’t been having an affair at all. Maybe there was another explanation. Scarlett now felt guilty that she had ever thought that – and that she had accused her dad.

The weight of believing that he was cheating on her mum was finally lifted, but now she had to work out how best to keep his memory safe. She was going to have to be so careful about what she said to anyone, including the police. For her dad’s sake, she had to keep Lewis’s secrets safe. She closed the apartment door quietly and leaned on it for a moment.

‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ she whispered. ‘But I won’t let you down.’

Her thoughts were so focused on all she had discovered that it was a moment or two before she noticed that her mum’s bag was on the breakfast bar. She was about to shout, ‘Hello!’ when she heard her voice coming through the open bedroom door. She sounded upset, and Scarlett moved silently across the room.

‘I’ve been trying to track down the agent that rented the flat to me, but the phone isn’t answered. The address on the agreement is in south Manchester, but I can’t find them on the Internet.’ There was a pause. ‘Of course it matters! Bernie had a note of this address – and another apartment in the south wing. Don’t you think that’s odd?’

Scarlett didn’t know who her mum was speaking to, but there was a long gap while she listened to whoever was on the other end of the line.

‘Yes. I’m telling you. It was written on a receipt from a couple of days before he died, and I’ve got no idea why.’

Silence again, but this time briefer. ‘I found it yesterday, but so much else has been going on that I’d forgotten all about it until now. It’s weird, and I’m beginning to think that I didn’t know my husband at all. It’s as if he had a secret life that he managed very successfully to hide from me.’

Scarlett gasped. She was right, of course, but Lewis said she mustn’t be told. It would be dangerous. Scarlett needed to stop this before any other clues were given away.

She turned back to the kitchen area and dropped the keys noisily on the worktop and shouted, ‘Hi, Mum. I wasn’t expecting you to be home.’

‘Scarlett’s here. I’ve got to go.’ Scarlett heard the words spoken hurriedly as she pushed open the door to the bedroom, her wide smile hopefully convincing her mum that all was okay.

‘Who were you speaking to?’ she asked.

Her mum looked distracted and shook her head. ‘Just the letting agent. Anyway, I thought you were coming straight home. Where’ve you been?’

Scarlett silently acknowledged to herself that neither of them seemed prepared to tell the other the truth at the moment. Whoever she had been speaking to, it wasn’t the letting agent.

And now it was Scarlett’s turn. ‘Oh, I’d dried off by the time I got close to home, so I went down to the Printworks to see what films were coming up.’

‘But the front door was open.’

‘What?’ Scarlett suddenly realised what must have happened. She couldn’t have closed the door properly when she ran out after Kelsey.

‘It was the fire alarm,’ she said. ‘I didn’t realise the door hadn’t closed behind me. I’m sorry, Mum.’

‘It doesn’t matter. No harm done. Just make sure you lock it when you’re inside, okay? Anyway, what’s on at the cinema? Do you want to go?’

‘No. Nothing exciting. I’m going to have that shower now, though, if that’s okay.’

Maybe it would be better if they went to the cinema, Scarlett thought. That way they wouldn’t have to spend the rest of the evening lying to each other.


73

Tom and Becky were standing outside the interview room. Edward Cooper had received a call on his mobile and had said he would like to take it in private, if that was okay. It seemed easier to leave him in the room so that Tom and Becky could talk.

Tom glanced through the small window in the door. Cooper was running a hand over his bald head, and he looked worried.

‘What did you make of the notebook, Becky?’

‘The most obvious interpretation is that Bernie Gray was planning on escaping his life for a better one. Freedom probably means that he felt trapped. If he was running the website he would be pulling in a lot of money, so perhaps he was planning on using that to set himself up elsewhere.’

‘I agree, but what does Truth mean? How does that give him an escape? And how did Amber Blackwood provide him with an out from his current life?’

Becky bit her bottom lip. ‘I don’t know. According to Megan Jenkins he wanted to extricate himself from the relationship with the other woman, so maybe that’s what he meant by Freedom. What are we not getting here, Tom? It’s looking more and more likely that he was killed on purpose, given that his life and the lives of those around him were more complex than they originally looked. But if that’s the case, someone needed to know his routine, know he was going to be out that morning at that exact time.’

Tom looked through the window into the interview room. Cooper had ended his call and was looking concerned about something.

‘And another thing,’ Becky said. ‘Given that Cooper is so obviously jealous of the fact that Natalie thought Bernie was perfect, why was he trying to protect her from finding the notebook or any of her husband’s other secrets?’

‘Oh, that’s an easy one to explain. You’ve know the saying, “Don’t shoot the messenger”? If Cooper had shattered all her illusions about her husband she would have hated him for it, irrational as it seems. Smart move to keep quiet, if you ask me. Let’s go and have another chat with him. Maybe he can throw some light on Bernie Gray’s supposed affair. Another piece of news he wouldn’t want to pass on to Natalie, at a guess.’

Tom pushed the door open and stood back to let Becky go ahead of him.

‘Is everything okay, Sergeant Cooper? You’re looking a bit worried,’ Tom said.

‘No, no. It’s just a work thing.’

Tom was certain it was something more than that, but he couldn’t force the man to tell him.

‘There’s something else we wanted to run by you,’ Tom said. ‘We’ve been informed that Bernie Gray was having an affair. Do you know anything about that?’

Cooper’s mouth set into a grim line and he glowered across the table at Tom. ‘I don’t know why anyone would have told you that. I’m sure it’s not true.’

‘Well, it seems that Scarlett thought so too. She originally believed her father was having an affair with her mother’s best friend.’

‘What, Alison?’ Cooper barked out a laugh, but it sounded forced to Tom.

‘According to our source, Sergeant Gray was having an affair with a nurse. Is Alison a nurse?’

‘No, and as far as I’m aware Bernie didn’t know any nurses. And Alison Morgan’s a teacher. An art teacher.’

Cooper carried on talking, but for Tom the sounds in the room blurred into nothing more than a background murmur. He had to focus on what the man had just said and why it suddenly mattered.

Alison Morgan’s a teacher. An art teacher. Why was that setting bells clanging furiously in Tom’s head? He breathed in deeply as one very large piece of the puzzle slotted into place.

Becky was speaking, but Tom didn’t notice as he interrupted.

‘Where does she teach, Sergeant Cooper? Alison Morgan.’

‘Somewhere in Manchester now, I think. Moved there a while back.’

Not only was Tom pretty sure which school Alison Morgan taught at, but he thought he had actually met her. He’d had no reason to associate Miss Morgan, Jennifer Bale’s form teacher, with Alison Morgan who happened to be Natalie Gray’s best friend. It was a common enough surname. But it was a hell of coincidence, and he had one more question.

‘Do you know where she taught before her move to Manchester?’

He knew the answer before it came.

‘She taught in Failsworth, from what I can remember.’

And no doubt, Tom thought, in her role as art teacher she had organised a trip to a gallery with a group of girls. One of whom was Amber Blackwood.

Before Tom was able to process his thoughts and decide exactly how Alison Morgan fitted into this complex puzzle, there was a knock on the door and Keith popped his head in.

‘Sir, ma’am, do you have a moment?’

Tom and Becky excused themselves and followed Keith out into the corridor.

‘What’s up?’ Becky asked. Keith wouldn’t have interrupted them for nothing.

‘Kieran O’Connor – the young man whose DNA was on the whisky bottle found in the car that killed Bernard Gray – his alibi has finally checked out. He had difficulty telling one day from another around that time, and from what we can gather he seems to have been permanently drunk. God knows where his parents were. Anyway, we’ve got photos to show he was where he claimed to be that morning, because they were posted online by one of his mates. He was suffering in a big way from overindulgence the night before, and for some unknown reason the sight of him vomiting was thought to be of general interest to his friends.’

‘Shit. Can he remember where and when he dumped the car?’ Tom asked.

‘Well now that he knows his alibi’s holding up, he’s become a bit more communicative. He’s already told us he abandoned the car in the early hours of the morning about six hours after he stole it, which would make it two days before Sergeant Gray was killed. But what we didn’t know is that he ditched it because he was being followed.’

‘How does he know that?’ Becky said.

‘Because when he saw the lights of the car behind him he’d tried going down some back roads, doubling back on himself, but the car stuck with him, so there was no doubt about it. The vehicle in pursuit was dazzling him in his rear-view mirror with its headlights on full beam, so he couldn’t see what sort of a car it was or who was driving, and although the car pulled up behind him when he stopped and made a run for it, nobody got out to give chase.’
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For once Natalie had been glad that Scarlett had chosen to sleep on the sofa the night before. She hadn’t queried it with her daughter, knowing that if they had shared a bed she might have been tempted to pour out all her worries. Ed had tried to call her twice, but she had rejected his calls, and she still had no idea why Bernie had had the address of the apartment they were living in. She had decided that as soon as she could she would go round and check out who lived in apartment 210S, the other number scrawled on the back of the receipt. Perhaps they would be able to solve the puzzle for her.

She didn’t know if she should believe Ed’s story about finding the details of that awful website in Bernie’s junk either. He could have made that up to disguise his own part in it all.

She felt a wave of guilt wash over her for not trusting Ed, believing instead in the one man who couldn’t answer for himself, but if one of them was lying she hoped it wasn’t her lovely Bernie. She had never doubted him, and had always been certain that he loved her and Scarlett, even in those last few months when he hadn’t been himself. She had tried to give him the space to work out whatever was bothering him, and he had known that if he needed to talk to her about anything, she would have listened.

During the night Natalie had made one other decision. She was going to go into the office this morning and tell that bastard Bruce that she was taking some leave – unpaid if necessary. She wasn’t prepared to leave Scarlett on her own any longer.

Natalie accepted that her knee-jerk reaction – wanting to get Scarlett away from Ed as soon as possible – had resulted in her daughter being cast adrift from her friends, and now she and Scarlett needed to work out together where they went from here.

She jumped out of bed with renewed determination. Scarlett had to come first, and if Bruce didn’t like it, he could lump it. She walked into the sitting room and saw that Scarlett was once again feigning sleep. She ignored her daughter’s clear aversion to having a conversation and sat down on the coffee table next to the sofa, leaning forward to talk softly to her.

‘Scarlett, I know you can hear me, so stop pretending. I’m going to have a shower and go into the office now, but only to tell them that I’m taking some leave. There’s a lot going on, and I haven’t been fair on you. I’ll be back by lunchtime at the latest, and then we’re going to work out what we do next. Okay?’

Scarlett opened her eyes a fraction, and Natalie was shocked at the sadness she saw there. She knew Scarlett had been bored, but there was something else. Something that Natalie didn’t understand.

She reached out an arm and stroked her daughter’s soft cheek with the backs of her fingers.

‘Sweetheart, I don’t know what’s going on in your head, but I should. I’m so sorry – I was trying to protect you. But I know there’s something else bothering you, and when I get back, you need to tell me what it is. And I promise to tell you everything as well. Trust me, baby. Please?’

The smile that Scarlett gave her seemed forced, but at least she was making an effort, so Natalie pushed herself up from the table and leaned over her daughter to kiss her on her forehead.

‘I love you, Scarlett,’ she said softly.

All she had to do now was gear herself up for a fight with Bruce. She went into the bathroom and shut the door.

*

Natalie was almost at the office when her mobile rang. It was a number she didn’t recognise.

‘Mrs Gray, it’s Detective Inspector Becky Robinson from Greater Manchester Police. We met last week, if you remember, when you came in for a chat about your husband, Bernard.’

‘Yes, I remember. What can I do for you, Inspector?’

‘We’d like to pop in to see you to chat through a few things that have come to light in the last couple of days. Or you could come here, if you prefer. But we might want a word with Scarlett too, if she’s around. When would it be convenient?’

‘How soon do you want to do this?’ Natalie asked.

‘Today, please.’

Natalie stopped walking, and a man muttered an obscenity as he almost crashed into the back of her.

Why so soon? What could have happened?

Ed had said he was going to talk to someone about the case, so maybe that was why he had been trying to call last night. Perhaps the police wanted to know whether she thought Bernie was capable of being involved with that horrible website. She hoped they didn’t mention anything about it in front of Scarlett.

Then she remembered that she had promised to be honest with her daughter, so it was important to talk to her before the police arrived.

‘Mrs Gray, are you still there?’

‘Yes, I’m sorry. I was trying to work out the logistics. I’m going into the office to tell them that I’m taking some leave, but I should be home again by 10.30, so any time after that would be fine.’

‘Shall we say 11.30, then, to give you a bit of time? And I won’t be coming alone. Detective Chief Inspector Douglas wants to talk to you too. If you could make sure Scarlett’s there, that would be perfect.’

The two women said their goodbyes and Natalie continued on her way to the office, following the route on autopilot as she wondered what on earth they wanted to talk to her about.
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Scarlett had just got out of the shower when she heard her phone beep. She was hoping it was one of her friends, finally saying they had managed to organise a trip into town for the day. She needed a distraction from all that was happening.

It wasn’t a friend: The police want to talk to us again and they’re coming to the apartment. DCI Douglas and his inspector. Please, sweetheart, can you be home from 10.30? I really need to talk to you before the police get there. Love you, Mum xx

She hadn’t been planning on going out anyway, but her mum was going to want to know what had been troubling her lately, and she couldn’t tell her. Lewis said it was dangerous, and given what had happened to her dad, she had to believe him.

It was as if thinking about Lewis had summoned him up, because at that moment her phone rang and his name popped up.

‘Hi,’ she said, feeling shy as she remembered yesterday and how frightened she had been of him.

‘Are you okay, Scarlett? I’m sorry I scared you yesterday, but you were so close to blowing three years of work – an operation that a man died for – so I had to make sure you understood.’

‘That’s okay. I do get it, honestly,’ she said, feeling a tingle of excitement that she might be helping in a case that her dad had worked on.

‘Listen. I’ve had word from my handler at force HQ. I told you, he’s the only person who knows the full scope of what’s happening, and he keeps tabs on everything that’s going on around him. He says that some time today a senior policeman is going to try to arrange an interview with you.’

Scarlett swallowed a murmur of surprise. ‘My mum’s just told me. He’s coming this morning. But I haven’t forgotten what you said – that I have to be careful who I trust.’

As if sensing her doubts, Lewis spoke to her gently, but even she could detect the steel in his words. ‘Remember, little girl, this is dangerous.’

Scarlett forced herself to answer. He had called her little girl again. He didn’t think she could be trusted. But she could. Even if she wouldn’t do this for Lewis, she had to do it for her dad.

‘I won’t say a word, Lewis. I promise.’

‘The man who’s coming to see you is DCI Douglas. Has your mum told you that?’

‘Yes, it was in her text.’

‘Well he’s a clever sod – used to getting people to break under pressure. Trust me, I’ve seen him in action.’

Scarlett said nothing for a moment. She didn’t know what to do. How could she lie to this police officer? Her dad had always told her to trust the police, but even she knew that some of them were corrupt.

‘Tell him nothing, and remember that by saying the wrong thing you’re not only putting yourself in danger, you’re putting your mum in danger too. We don’t want another death, do we?’

‘But Lewis, this man’s a chief inspector. Surely he can be trusted?’

‘I told you to trust no one, especially not DCI Douglas. He’s the worst of the lot. He’s right at the centre of all this. He likes little girls, Scarlett. He’s the man we’ve been trying to catch for the last three years.’
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Becky had been working her way through the tasks they had identified at the end of the previous evening. They had drawn a blank with the car that killed Bernie. It seemed as if it had simply disappeared in the forty-eight hours between O’Connor dumping it and Bernie being killed. The ANPR and any local CCTV had been checked eighteen months ago and they had found nothing.

As well as organising the appointment with Natalie Gray and her daughter, Becky had phoned Megan Jenkins to ask her to come into the station for a formal interview. It was time Jenkins told them the truth about who Bernie Gray had been having an affair with, and they needed to know who else he might have confided in.

Becky had also asked Keith to read through all the statements from the Operation Sphere officers. Bernie hadn’t been on duty the day Amber Blackwood had called Crimestoppers, but statements had been taken from the whole team when it became clear there was a leak. Given the evidence that Gray might have been involved in the sale of indecent images of children and he had written the name Amber Blackwood in his notebook, it seemed possible that he was the source. But they needed more information.

Becky couldn’t understand why Tom didn’t want to speak to Alison Morgan yet. He was stalling, and this didn’t make any sense to her. Tom said it could wait until Megan Jenkins and Natalie Gray had been interviewed. He had a feeling they would only get one shot at Morgan and he wanted to gather as much evidence as he could before he showed his hand. He had thought Morgan a cold fish when he met her, in spite of what he referred to as her crocodile tears at the death of Jennifer Bale, but in his view everything they had against her was circumstantial so they needed all their ducks in a row before alerting her to their interest.

This felt wrong to Becky. Alison Morgan was Natalie Gray’s best friend, and Natalie’s husband had admin access to a website selling indecent images of young teenagers – kids that Alison Morgan may well have set up. The missing piece of the puzzle was the photographer who had been having sex with the girls, very probably with the intention of offering their young bodies to other perverts. Even if they didn’t have enough to charge Alison Morgan, they could at least question her, and Tom’s intransigence was frustrating Becky.

Her irritation at her boss was interrupted by the phone. Megan Jenkins had arrived.

*

‘PC Jenkins, we have had to make this a formal interview because we need some facts from you, facts which you seemed unwilling to share when you talked to me earlier this week.’

By tacit agreement both Becky and Megan referred to each other by rank now, and when Becky had introduced Tom, she hadn’t missed Megan’s discomfort when she realised she was being interviewed by a detective chief inspector.

‘You told DI Robinson about Sergeant Gray’s extramarital relationship – whether sexual or not isn’t relevant,’ Tom said.

‘Yes, sir. When Bernie – Sergeant Gray – told me about that first night, it never occurred to me that he would see her again. I told him he was a stupid wanker – excuse me, sir – but I thought that would be the end of it. It was only later that I realised she’d got him cornered and had coerced him into seeing her again.’

‘And you know for certain she didn’t kill him, DI Robinson tells me. But how do you know she didn’t pay someone else to? Did that never occur to you?’

Megan Jenkins was sitting very straight in her chair, dressed in her uniform, and she looked a different person to the live wire Becky had met two days earlier. Her skin was paler, and under the dark mass of her hair she looked almost ghostly, as if sleep had eluded her.

‘I understand your point, sir, but I got the message to say Bernie had been knocked down and was being rushed to hospital when I was sitting outside the woman’s house. I’m afraid I behaved in a very unprofessional manner and went and hammered on her door.’

Megan coughed and cleared her throat. Tom and Becky said nothing.

‘She came down in some hideous sexy nightie and opened the door with a bright smile on her face. When she saw me, her face dropped and I knew immediately who she’d been hoping to see.’

‘I presume you mean Sergeant Gray. Did she say that?’

‘She didn’t need to. I have to admit that I used rather more force than was entirely necessary to get into the house, sir. Then – well, I might as well tell you exactly as you’ll no doubt ask her – I pinned her to the wall by her throat and told her Bernie was dead, even though at that point I didn’t know for sure. Her eyes flooded instantly with tears. I don’t think it could have been an act.’

Becky liked this little fireball of a woman. She was tough but she cared about her friends, and Becky couldn’t imagine that too many people got away with giving her any trouble. And she could tell that Tom liked her too, although that wouldn’t make him treat her any more gently.

‘What happened after that, PC Jenkins?’ he asked.

‘I told her she’d made Bernie’s life hell, and that she was a bitch for trying to steal another woman’s husband, or words to that effect. She rallied a bit and shouted that Bernie had loved her, and she him. I told her he’d never loved her. All he wanted to do from the start was to get rid of her. Then it came over my radio that he was dead. I was still with her.’

‘And you told DI Robinson that this woman was a nurse. Is that correct?’

Megan looked down at the floor for a moment, but when she looked up there was resignation in her eyes.

‘I’m sorry. That was a lie. I didn’t want Natalie to find out the truth. She seems to be losing too many people in her life. Anyway, this woman originally hated Bernie because she blamed him for ruining her life, but then I think she decided there was a better form of revenge than just detesting him. She chose to attack his happiness from the inside by manipulating him into having a relationship with her. I don’t suppose she expected to fall for him.’

Becky leaned forward and rested her arms on the table. ‘Why did she think he’d ruined her life?’

‘Because she and her best friend had planned to take a gap year, go to university together and then move to London and live the single life for a while. Always the two of them. But Bernie had ruined that. She didn’t have anyone apart from her best friend, you see. No family because she’d been brought up in a children’s home, and her friend had given her roots for the first time. She detested Bernie, and she despised Natalie for giving up on everything they’d been dreaming about since they were thirteen – all for the love of a man. She wanted to destroy them both for what they’d done to her. It was an obsession to start with, I’m sure – an obsession with wrecking something good. But Bernie was adorable, and the more he resisted her, the more she had to have him. She convinced herself that it was love. Does that make sense?’

It did, sadly. Desire for the unattainable was often the most ferocious kind.

There was no real need for anyone to ask who she was talking about, but they had to get confirmation. Becky looked at Tom and he nodded.

‘And can you please confirm who this woman was?’

Megan breathed in and let out a long, slow breath.

‘Of course. It was Alison Morgan.’
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Tom gave everybody a ten-minute break and asked Becky to organise coffee for Megan Jenkins. He wanted to get her opinion on the notebook that Edward Cooper had shown them.

With the notebook now in an evidence bag and photocopies of each of the relevant sheets in his hand, Tom opened the door to the interview room and stood back to let Becky go in. They both took seats opposite the diminutive police officer.

‘We’d like to show you copies of pages from a notebook that’s been handed in. We believe it was Bernard Gray’s.’

Tom pushed them across the desk to her, and Megan placed the pages side by side on the table and looked at each in turn.

‘Do you think the word Freedom suggests he was planning to leave his wife?’ Tom asked.

Megan shook her head emphatically. ‘Absolutely not. He was planning to escape from Alison’s clutches. Telling Natalie the truth was one option, even though he knew how devastated she would be. I’ve no idea what the other two are all about, but at a guess they’re threats – in some way the website and the name of Amber Blackwood are a means of threatening Alison.’

How different Megan Jenkins’ view of Bernie Gray’s motives seemed to Edward Cooper’s. And yet they were both supposed to be Bernie Gray’s friends.

‘Do you know if Bernie Gray told Sergeant Cooper about his relationship with Alison Morgan?’

Megan looked at Tom and then at Becky as if trying to determine why they were asking this question, but Becky’s face gave nothing away and Tom was sure his was impassive.

Megan sighed. ‘Bernie was an ass sometimes. He told me he was going to tell Ed because he might need his support if Natalie found out – which he was hoping she wouldn’t. I told him it was an idiotic thing to do.’

‘Why idiotic, if Ed was his friend?’

Megan sighed. ‘Because Ed thinks Natalie walks on water. I didn’t think he would forgive Bernie for hurting her, and maybe he’d tell her. Although he was damned if he did – because she would hate him for being the one to break her heart – and damned if he didn’t, if she later found out that he knew and had kept it from her.’

‘Did Bernie take your advice?’ Tom asked.

Megan snorted. ‘Did he buggery. I was there when Bernie told him, and Ed went white, which with his skin means he went a kind of washed-out yellow. But Bernie told us he had a plan. He was going to make sure Natalie didn’t find out, and he just needed a few more days to dot every I and cross every T. I left them to it. I didn’t want to know what he was planning in case I didn’t like it.’

*

As they walked back to the office Becky could see that Tom’s jaw was rigid, which usually meant he was angry.

‘Why do people think they know best? Why didn’t either Edward Cooper or Megan Jenkins tell us what they knew eighteen months ago? They’re bloody police officers! Even if they thought it was irrelevant, it wasn’t their decision to make. I want Cooper back in here now. He can tell us exactly what Gray was planning to do with the information on Alison Morgan. We only have Jenkins’ word that she wasn’t involved. Maybe if we’d known all this from the start…’

Becky was struggling to keep up with Tom’s long strides, but he carried on talking, regardless of the fact that she was trailing two paces behind him.

‘Tell Cooper’s boss it’s a formal interview and he has to come immediately. No argument.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We’ve can just about fit it in before we have to go and see Mrs Gray.’

Becky nodded and kept quiet. Now wasn’t the time for her to express an opinion.

‘Alison Morgan may not have killed Bernie Gray,’ Tom continued, ‘and she may or may not have paid someone to do it for her, but she was bloody up to something. Gray had the website in his notebook, which could suggest he was involved. Who’s to say that he wasn’t in it with Morgan? We only have Megan’s say-so that he wanted to escape from her, rather than with her. If he had information to incriminate Morgan, why in God’s name didn’t he tell someone in Operation Sphere what he believed was going on?’

It was a rhetorical question, and Becky knew he hadn’t finished.

‘Alison Morgan was Amber Blackwood’s teacher – her art teacher, to be precise – who we can assume organised the trip to the art gallery where Amber met Jed, although clearly we need to verify that. But Jed packed up his studio and left before the Sphere team could track him down. There was a leak, and it has to have been Bernie Gray. Was it intentional or was it accidental?’

They turned the corner and Tom jabbed the lift button with his thumb before he carried on.

‘The photos that Jed took were uploaded to a website, and Bernie Gray had the web address and administration rights. Was he involved, or was he spying on Alison Morgan? I’m assuming she’d been selecting the girls and setting up Jed to groom them.’

There was an idea forming at the back of Becky’s mind, and although she hesitated to interrupt Tom’s chain of thought, it needed saying.

‘Tom, it seems the selection of the girls was carefully planned. Amber was picked up at the art gallery, and that must have been prearranged. So it suggests she’d been identified as vulnerable by Morgan, and Jed was waiting for her. In Jennifer’s case, although we thought one of the spectators in the pool café might have been the guy who picked her up, doesn’t it seem a bit random? There was no guarantee she would go into the café.’

The lift arrived, and Tom turned to look at Becky, a frown on his face.

‘Go on.’

‘If Jennifer hadn’t been thrown out of the pool for messing about, she would never have been on her own – she’d have been with Lauren all the time and our guy would have had no chance of making his move. We’ve been looking at men she may have met in the café while she was waiting for Lauren, but this operation feels a bit too slick to rely on coincidental meetings. Jennifer was in Alison Morgan’s class and she fitted the profile of a vulnerable girl perfectly. So it seems to me unlikely that any of the men in the café had anything to do with it. If she was being set up, the man had to be somebody she was guaranteed to meet.’

Tom nodded but said nothing until they had reached their floor and the lift doors opened.

‘That makes sense, but I’m not happy to rule anyone out for the moment. It’s a pity Amber Blackwood has gone AWOL. She could have gone through the photos of everyone leaving the pool and may have been able to identify the man she knew as Jed. The question is, have we got enough evidence to arrest Alison Morgan so we can seize her computer to check if she’s been accessing the website? Without that we haven’t got anything.’

Tom pushed open the door to the incident room and marched through, for once not standing back to let Becky go ahead of him. Usually the gentleman, his thoughts were well and truly elsewhere at that moment.

‘What have you got, Keith?’ he shouted before they had even made it halfway across the room.

Keith leaped up from his seat. ‘The statements from Operation Sphere are interesting. As we know, Sergeant Gray was off duty when they got the call from Crimestoppers giving them a lead to the photographer, but in one of the reports a detective constable states that he tried to phone Gray at home to tell him about the breakthrough in the investigation. His wife said he was out, so he got him on his mobile. He said he had no idea where Gray was, but he sounded elated by the news and shouted, “Got him, the sick bastard.” Gray was also one of the detectives who accompanied Amber Blackwood when they finally found the location of the photo studio, which of course had been cleared out by the time they got there.’

Tom turned to Becky. ‘If Gray’s response to the news was genuine, and who can say whether it was or not, it would suggest he wasn’t involved. At least, not then. But in the six months between Amber’s statement and Gray’s death maybe he went rogue and became part of it all.’

‘What if he was with Alison Morgan when he got the news,’ Becky said. ‘In his excitement he might have told her about the case. She would have had time to warn Jed before they located his studio.’

The fact was, they didn’t know. All they could do was hypothesise until they had more evidence.

‘Well it’s time someone started telling us the truth. When you’ve set up the interview with Cooper, Becky, can you arrange for Alison Morgan to be picked up and brought in? But I don’t want her to be given any warning so she has a chance to clean up her computer.’

Finally, thought Becky, relieved that Tom had come round to her way of thinking.

‘We’ll see Ed Cooper first, then Natalie Gray. Let’s hope by then we have strong enough grounds to arrest Alison Morgan, but organise a search warrant so we can at least go in and seize her computer – and those boxes of Bernie Gray’s,’ Tom said over his shoulder as he strode out of the office.
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Natalie hadn’t expected Bruce to agree to her request for leave calmly, but even she hadn’t been expecting the torrent of abuse she got from him.

‘You’re worthless, do you know that? You are so completely useless as a member of this team. We put up with having to cover your workload when your husband died, only because my predecessor was soft. But that was ages ago, and you’re still trying to play the victim card. Well, I’m not having it. I consider this to be gross misconduct, and I’m going to HR now to get them to send you a final warning. You either come into work tomorrow and take no more time off – no more working from home until we’re confident that you’re actually doing anything – or you’re out. Sort out your bloody priorities, Natalie.’

Bruce’s face had gone red and white blobs of spittle had collected in the corners of his mouth. Natalie looked at him with disgust. Her throat ached with unshed tears, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry. She was going to behave with dignity. And he was right about her priorities.

‘It’s eighteen months since my husband was killed, Bruce. Mary very kindly gave me time to come to terms with my loss, and I think you’ll find that since that time I haven’t had a single day off sick, nor have I taken advantage of work-from-home options. That is, until the last couple of weeks. For your information, the case into the death of my husband has been reopened and there is a suspicion that it wasn’t an accident, which is quite a lot for me – and more to the point, my daughter – to deal with. So I think you’ll find that HR will actually be on my side when I report how you have treated me.’

‘It’ll be your word against mine, lady,’ he said with a sly grin.

‘Then we’ll see what they make of the recording on my phone that I was sensible enough to make, shall we? I wasn’t married to a policeman for nothing, Bruce.’

Bruce stared at her, for once speechless. He wasn’t to know she was bluffing, and right now she wished with all her heart that she wasn’t.

‘You’re correct about priorities, though, and right now my daughter is number one on that list, and she needs me. Far more than you do. Do your worst, and if I’m sacked, so be it.’

With that she turned and walked out of the door, closing it quietly behind her.

Natalie walked back to her desk and sat down, shaking. She needed to get a few things together and take anything personal in case Bruce went ahead with his threat to sack her. The others in the office were keeping their heads down, knowing that any overt show of sympathy would result in retribution. They would probably have heard him shouting threats, but were less likely to have heard her quiet response.

‘You okay, Nat?’ Gail, a thin girl who sat opposite Natalie, asked.

Natalie forced herself to breathe. ‘I’m fine. I don’t care what the bastard does, but I’m sorry to leave you guys in the lurch. He’s going to be in a foul mood for the rest of the day.’

‘Oh, at least a week, I’d say. I don’t care. He’s a knob.’

Natalie smiled and put the rest of her things into a carrier bag.

‘I may or may not see you in a week or two,’ she said to Gail and anyone else who was listening, ‘but if I don’t come back, maybe we could get together for a drink one evening?’

There were discreet nods all round, and Natalie left the office feeling good about herself and how she had responded to Bruce.

But she couldn’t shake the thought that he was the very least of her problems. Now her priority was Scarlett, and she had no idea what the rest of the day was going to bring.

*

Scarlett walked to the window and looked down on the street below. There was none of yesterday’s drama and only an occasional passer-by to break up the monotony. She went back to the kitchen, picked up the kettle and put it down again. She leaned her elbows on the breakfast bar and rested her head in her hands. She had no idea how she was going to get through today. It was bad enough that the police were coming, but she was even more nervous about what to say to her mum.

She wanted to share with her everything that had happened, but her mum would be livid with Lewis and wouldn’t understand that Scarlett wanted to help him to finish what her dad had started.

Her thinking time ran out as she heard a key in the lock. Scarlett turned back to the kettle and busied herself filling it with water.

‘Hi,’ she said, without turning round, trying her best to sound cheerful.

Her mum walked straight to the sofa. ‘Come and sit down, Scarlett. We need to talk before the police get here. Leave the kettle to boil. I’ll make us a drink in a few minutes.’

Scarlett had no choice. But she still didn’t know what to say.

‘I’m going to talk to you about what’s been going on, sweetheart. Some of it is difficult, and I don’t know how you’re going to deal with it. But the police are coming here and I don’t want them to say anything to you that you might not already know about. And I want you to be honest with me too. Can you do that?’

Scarlett was trying to hide her face by dropping her head so that her long red hair swung forward. But her mum reached out a finger and tucked it behind her ears.

‘Come on, love. We can’t keep hiding things from each other.’

That was easy for her to say, but there were things that it might be dangerous for her to know.

‘I’m going to start. Okay?’

Scarlett nodded without looking up.

‘I want to apologise for the way we left Ed’s house so suddenly. It must have been so upsetting for you, and I know my explanation about his relationship with you wasn’t good enough, but it was a little more than that. I found something on his computer, something I didn’t like. I saw him yesterday, and he has an explanation, but I need to decide whether I believe him or not. There’s a lot that I still don’t understand, and it may be something the police ask us about.’

Scarlett turned her head. ‘You seemed happy with Ed before all of that happened. Can’t you just trust him?’

Her mum took a deep breath, as if the truth was going to be painful to admit. ‘It’s not quite that simple. If I’d found the same thing on your dad’s computer I would never have doubted him. But I doubted Ed, and he knows that. He knows I trusted your dad implicitly, but I haven’t been the same with him. He’s bound to resent that, sweetheart, whatever he says.’

Scarlett shuffled round and looked at her mum properly. ‘It’s different though. You were scared for me. You would never have been scared for me with Dad – I was his little girl. You were just looking out for me. But don’t give up on Ed because of that, Mum, please.’

‘Okay, I’ll bear that in mind. And well said, by the way. That was very smart.’ She laughed. ‘And I know what you’re thinking – I’m not a kid, Mum – but if that’s true, then you need to tell me what’s been bothering you. I’ve been so wrapped up in myself and worrying about what to do that I haven’t been paying you enough attention. I know there’s something. What is it, sweetheart?’

Scarlett was lost. What could she tell her? If she told her anything, she would have to tell her everything, and that was dangerous.

‘I’ve just been a bit lonely, and all this stuff about Dad has been bothering me. That’s all, really.’

Her mum’s arm tightened around Scarlett’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, baby. We’re going to be fine. We need to support each other, so I’m not going to work any more until we can move back into our house – or back to Ed’s if that’s what happens. Maybe I was too hard on him, but I need to sort out my feelings about lots of things before I can make a decision. I know he loves us both, so once we’ve spoken to the police you and I can decide together what’s best. Whatever happens, I’ll be here for you.’
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Linda Bale jumped up out of her chair and strode towards the door. Her husband looked up, his eyes red and sore, and for the first time in a long while she saw him for the kind, thoughtful person he was, rather than the man who had failed to control his family in the way she had always believed he should have.

‘Where are you going?’ he asked.

‘Out,’ she replied, not meeting his gaze. She knew that answer wasn’t good enough and he deserved more. But she didn’t have any more to give. She couldn’t stay locked in that room for another moment.

Gregory looked back down at his clasped hands as if her response meant nothing to him, and perhaps it didn’t.

Linda walked through the hall and out through the front door without another word. She knew where she was going; she had run through the route a hundred times in her mind as she imagined Jennifer taking this path just over a week ago.

She could picture her daughter as she had been on that day in her cut-off dark blue jeans and pink T-shirt. It was the one with white cats on – Jennifer’s favourite – and Linda remembered telling her that it was frivolous and asking if it wasn’t time she developed some taste in clothing?

Linda had always wanted the best for her family, and she hoped Jen had understood that it was because she loved her so much that she had tried to guide her through the labyrinth of life, providing her with the right values for the future. It wasn’t easy, but it was her job as a mother to show her children the way.

As she walked along the road and turned off on to the track, memories of Jennifer’s early years came to her: her first baby curls, her first tooth, the feel of her soft skin. Linda used to sing to Jen as she bathed her, and in her head she could hear her daughter’s sweet little voice as she joined in.

But they don’t stay babies forever, and it wasn’t long before Linda had begun introducing Jennifer to their ways, their rules. It had caused tension in the house, and Linda remembered being shocked when Gregory had told her to ‘go easy on the child’. She didn’t understand what had changed. She and Gregory were together because of their shared beliefs, and they both knew the right way to bring up their daughter. But she could see he was only going through the motions of disciplining Jennifer. The hard work had been left to her.

Although his support would have helped, she hadn’t minded taking the lead in steering her daughter towards a faith that she had hoped would bring her happiness. It was her duty. And surely Jen had known that it was an act of pure love on her part?

Linda’s thoughts and memories had blocked out the world around her, and she suddenly realised she had reached her destination. She looked up at the block of flats in front of her. A remnant of yellow crime-scene tape had caught on a small bush and was flapping gently in the breeze.

She stared at the area where she was sure her daughter’s body had lain. A dark stain that might have been blood marked the bare earth, but it could have been anything, and she would never know.

She walked towards the door, but even from a distance she could see that it had been boarded up and she felt a tide of anger sweep over her. She should have been allowed to go and see where her daughter had been. How dare they stop me? With difficulty she made her way over debris of all kinds to the back of the building. Once more the doors were boarded up, but she noticed a window where one of the sheets of plywood had been prised loose. Maybe somebody was inside, but she didn’t care.

An empty crate lay under the window, obviously there to provide a step, and she stood on it and pulled the board to one side. Hitching her dress up around her hips, she lifted one foot onto the window ledge and pulled herself up by gripping the splintering frame on either side.

She was in.

The first thing she noticed was the smell. How could Jen have walked through this stinking building without retching? She had been brought up to understand the importance of cleanliness and it must have disgusted her.

Linda made her way slowly across the floor, out into the hall and towards the staircase ahead. How had Jen been feeling at this point? Had she wanted to run home and tell them everything that had happened and look to them for comfort and support? Linda asked herself if her daughter would have found what she was looking for there, and knew she wouldn’t. She would have been punished, and the whole family would have felt her shame.

With each step the enormous weight in Linda’s chest seemed to crush her more and more, so that by the time she reached the top of the stairs she could barely breathe. She stepped out onto the roof, hoping that the clean, fresh air would release some of the pressure, but as she walked towards the edge it became greater, her chest tighter.

Linda Bale approached the edge of the roof and looked down. This was the spot where Jennifer had stood, she was certain. Her faith told her she should abhor her daughter’s sin, but her beautiful child must have felt that life had nothing left to offer her.

‘I’m so very, very sorry, my little Jenny,’ she whispered.

She raised her eyes to the heavens and screamed at her god, damned him to hell. She had obeyed every rule, and it had ended like this.

She took a step closer to the edge. And then another.


80

Tom’s energy levels seemed to have gone through the roof. Becky knew it was because he was angry with all the people who had been keeping secrets. She didn’t fancy being in Edward Cooper’s shoes when he arrived, but she didn’t have long to wait.

Tom was striding about in front of Keith’s wall of images, maps and name cards, firing questions at the poor guy, when the call came through to say that Cooper had arrived.

‘Sergeant Cooper’s here, boss,’ she said. Keith looked at her with relief.

‘Right.’ Tom swept up his file and set off for the door.

Becky glanced over her shoulder at Keith, who gave her what could only be described as a grimace. Tom rarely got into a mood like this, and Becky knew that the best way to deal with him was to speak only when spoken to. She followed a few steps behind as they made their way down to the interview room.

To say that Edward Cooper looked uncomfortable was an understatement. His cheeks looked flushed, and he was biting his bottom lip. He stood up when Tom entered and held out his hand. ‘Sir.’

Tom ignored the hand and sat down.

‘Sergeant Cooper, you are a serving police officer. Correct?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And on what planet is it acceptable for someone in your position to lie outright to a senior officer?’

Cooper dropped his eyes and focused on his hands, the fingers interlocked, thumbs twitching.

‘Did I lie, sir?’

Oh crikey, Becky thought. Bad move, Sergeant Cooper.

‘Are you telling me you don’t know the difference between truth and lies, Sergeant? Isn’t that a bit of a disadvantage as a police officer?’

‘Of course, sir. But I’m not sure when you think I lied to you.’

‘You scoffed at the idea of Bernie Gray having a relationship with Alison Morgan when in fact you knew about it all along, and that she was putting him under emotional pressure to continue with it. So you lied to me, knowing that it might be relevant to our investigation.’

Cooper clearly couldn’t bring himself to look at Tom.

‘I’m sorry. I was trying to protect Natalie. I didn’t want her ever to know about Alison. It will break her heart if she finds out, and I didn’t see how it would help you to discover what Bernie’s involvement was in that website.’

‘That wasn’t your decision to make, Sergeant. So tell me what you know. All of it, please.’

‘Bernie told me that Alison had him over a barrel. Because of one indiscretion he’d been forced into a relationship with her that he didn’t want. But he was determined to get out of it.’

For the first time it seemed as if two stories actually matched, which Becky thought was progress of a sort.

‘What else did he tell you?’

Finally, Cooper looked up.

‘He told me he’d done something very stupid – apart from the affair, that is. He’d let something slip about a case, and he’d known for months that he had been the leak in an active enquiry.’

Becky felt a tingle. She had been right, she was sure of it. Bernie had been with Alison when the news came through, and in his elation at the breakthrough he had told her more than he should have.

‘Was this leak related to his relationship with Alison Morgan?’ Tom asked.

‘That thought never occurred to me. Alison’s a scheming bitch, but I never thought she was anything more than a troublemaker. I assumed the affair and the leak were two separate acts of stupidity, and Bernie told me he was putting everything right,’ Cooper said, his lip curling slightly at his friend’s lack of judgement.

‘Did he tell you how he was planning to escape Alison’s clutches?’

‘He said he had something on her that trumped anything she had on him. He’d been following her for weeks and had discovered what he called his “pot of gold”. “Just one more piece of the puzzle to find, and then I can get rid of her,” was all he said.’

‘And what did you think he meant by that?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t know, sir. I was so angry with him for the hurt he was going to cause Natalie and for putting his own interests before the case. I lost it with him and had to leave the room or I might have said something I would regret.’

‘Well, all I can say, Sergeant Cooper, is that your greatest regret should be that you didn’t tell us this sooner. A good deal sooner.’

‘But I couldn’t see the relevance. Bernie was hit by a stolen vehicle, and Alison wouldn’t have a clue how to do that. She wouldn’t have had time to dump it, set fire to it and get back to Natalie’s right after the news broke. We knew it was a hit-and-run, so what was the point of causing Natalie even more upset by stirring up all this other crap?’

Becky glanced at Tom. He was looking hard at Ed Cooper, and Becky knew that look. She just hoped Cooper would quit while he was ahead, because one more comment like that and Tom might just lose it.
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Scarlett felt as if she couldn’t breathe. The intercom had just buzzed. It was bound to be the police, and she didn’t know if she could do this.

Her mum gave her a reassuring smile as she pressed the button to let them through the main door. ‘It’s going to be fine, sweetheart. You’ll see.’

Scarlett only had minutes to try to compose herself, and in spite of knowing they were on their way, she jumped when there was a double rap on the door. She didn’t know how she was expecting a corrupt police officer to look, but it certainly wasn’t the way Detective Chief Inspector Douglas looked when her mum opened the door. He was tall with broad shoulders and a friendly smile. Older than her dad had been when he died, he was smartly dressed in a dark suit with a deep purple tie.

After shaking her mum’s hand and introducing himself, he turned to Scarlett.

‘Hi, Scarlett. My name’s Tom, and I think you’ve met Becky, haven’t you? We mainly want to talk to your mum, so in a few minutes Becky will take you into the other room for a chat, if that’s okay.’

Scarlett’s head was spinning. It was hard to decide what she could and couldn’t say, because in spite of his friendly demeanour she knew that this man was a monster.

‘Oh, she doesn’t need to leave the room, Chief Inspector. It’s fine. I don’t want us to have secrets.’

Tom smiled. ‘Let’s see how things go, shall we?’

The room seemed very cramped with all four of them in it. Scarlett and her mum sat on the sofa while Tom perched on a stool and Becky lowered herself gingerly onto the coffee table, as if fearing that it would give way under her.

Scarlett half listened as Tom explained how they were approaching the revitalised enquiry into her dad’s death.

‘Mrs Gray, I think you know that your friend Sergeant Cooper found a notebook with a web address in it.’

‘Yes. He told me, and he showed me a copy of the page. But there are lots of reasons why Bernie might have had that, aren’t there?’ She was speaking quickly, a pleading look in her eyes.

‘We’re looking at all kinds of possibilities, don’t worry. But I gather your husband used to make notes all the time in different notebooks or even on scraps of paper. Sergeant Cooper mentioned some boxes, but I gather he doesn’t have them any more.’

‘No, that’s right. My friend Alison is looking after them for now.’

Scarlett saw Becky glance at her boss but had no idea what that meant.

‘I wonder if you have anything else of his that we might see, anything that might help us to fill in some gaps?’ Tom asked.

Scarlett was struck by a memory of the conversation she had overheard – something about a note with the address of this apartment. And didn’t her mum mention the south wing too? Scarlett felt the pressure in her chest increase. What was she going to say?

‘There was one thing, but I don’t know if it’s important or not.’

No, Mum, Scarlett thought. Don’t say anything about the south wing.

‘Go on – it doesn’t matter how trivial you think it is.’

‘I rented this apartment through an agent. I recently found a receipt dated a couple of days before Bernie died. He’d written on the back of it. It’s strange, because he’d written the address of this building and two apartment numbers: this one and flat 210S – that’s in the south wing. I’ve been racking my brains to work out why Bernie would have known about this place. I’d never heard of it or been here until the agent offered it to me, and I can’t think what the connection is. I’ve never been in the south wing, so I don’t know who lives there – I’ve been meaning to go round and check.’

Scarlett jumped up from the sofa. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I need the bathroom.’

Her mum looked at her in surprise as she walked across the room and picked up her phone from the kitchen counter. Everybody else had their backs to her, but she saw her mum’s puzzled frown. She ignored her.

‘Who’s the agent that rented you the apartment?’ Tom asked.

‘That’s the strange thing,’ she said. ‘They called me. They told me they were returning my call – I’d tried a few agencies – but I’ve tried to call them back and I can’t get any response. And I can’t find their name online either.’

Scarlett stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. She couldn’t hear what they were saying – it was little more than a murmur – but she heard the bedroom door opening and knew her mum had gone to get the note. She sat down on the toilet seat and sent a text to Lewis. She couldn’t mention her dad, so had no idea how she was going to explain her words. But she had to warn him: Mum’s talking to the police about a piece of paper she’s found that mentions apartment 210S.

The reply was swift, and Scarlett could have kicked herself for not setting her phone to silent as the beep of an incoming text echoed around the bathroom walls: Shit! That’s all we need. DCI Douglas might come snooping, but he won’t find anything. Text me when they’ve gone. I want to see you to thank you properly.

Scarlett’s moment of elation at Lewis’s response was interrupted by a quiet knock on the door.

‘Scarlett, are you okay, love?’

Scarlett opened the door and came out. ‘I’m fine, Mum. Sorry.’

She had to stop these police officers from destroying her dad’s and Lewis’s hard work, and saw her opportunity when Becky suggested they have a chat in the bedroom.

‘Tom wants to talk to your mum about some stuff, Scarlett, so shall we give them some space?’

Becky followed her into the bedroom and they sat on the edge of the bed. Becky turned towards her, tucking one foot under the other thigh.

‘I know this is difficult for you, Scarlett, but—’

Scarlett interrupted: ‘Is there someone I can speak to who’s higher up than Mr Douglas, Becky? It has to be a woman. Can you arrange that?’

Becky reached out a hand and touched Scarlett’s wrist.

‘Hey, Scarlett, what’s up? Whatever’s worrying you, you can tell me. Or tell Tom if you prefer. We can keep it to ourselves, I promise you.’

Scarlett shook her head. ‘No. The only person I can talk to has to be higher up and a woman. Can you fix it for me, please?’

She could see bewilderment in Becky’s eyes, but the detective reached out and patted Scarlett’s hand. ‘Of course. I’ll ask Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley. She’s Tom’s boss and knows all about the case.’

I bet she doesn’t know everything, Scarlett thought.

‘When I’ve got a time for you to meet her, I’ll call you with the details. Is that okay?’

Scarlett didn’t like the sound of that. If her mum was around, she would ask who she was talking to.

‘Can you text me instead, please?’

‘Sure,’ Becky said, adding Scarlett’s number to her contacts. She looked as if she was about to ask Scarlett another question when there was a cry from the sitting room.

‘That’s a lie!’

Scarlett jumped up from the bed and ran into the sitting room. Her mum was bent over, her head resting on the heels of her hands, her back shaking with sobs.

Tom stood up and looked at Becky and Scarlett.

‘Scarlett, Becky and I are going to leave you and your mum for a while. She’s had a shock, but we do need to talk to you again. We’ll give her some time. Are you okay here, or do you want Becky to call someone for you?’

Scarlett thought quickly. ‘You could call Alison?’ she suggested.

‘I think not,’ Tom said.

Before Scarlett could suggest anyone else her mum shouted, ‘Leave me alone. Just go! I don’t need anyone. I don’t trust anyone. I just need Scarlett.’

Scarlett swallowed. She was the only one her mum trusted, and she was the one telling her the most lies.
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Tom was quiet as they made their way out of the north wing.

‘She took it badly, then?’ Becky said, somewhat stating the obvious.

‘Yep.’ Tom carried on walking, hands stuffed in his trouser pockets, focusing on his feet as he went. ‘If I could have spared her I would have. But I had to know if she knew what was going on – whether she had a reason to kill her husband.’

‘And based on her reaction, are you assuming she had no idea? The poor woman. Her pride must have taken a massive hit, knowing all this had been going on behind her back.’

Becky felt briefly uncomfortable as she remembered that Tom’s wife had left him for another man.

‘It’s not as simple as that, Becky. She was proud of her husband too, I think, and of everything he represented. Now she has to deal with the fact that he wasn’t who she thought, and the other person she trusted most in the world has been quietly stabbing her in the back.’

Becky glanced at Tom, but his expression showed nothing. She hoped she hadn’t stirred up old memories and decided to change the subject.

‘Why do you think Bernie had the address of the apartment all that time ago?’

‘It can’t be a coincidence, that’s for sure. Let’s find out who owns it and see who’s living in the other one. Then we’ll go back and see Mrs Gray. I suspect the poor woman has a few more surprises to come about her friend, if not her husband. Speaking of Alison Morgan, what time are they picking her up?’

‘Any time now.’

‘Good.’

‘Yeah, and someone’s now got the unpleasant task of looking through all the photos on the website, to see if we can match up pictures of Amber or Jennifer Bale,’ Becky said.

Tom’s mouth set in a thin line.

‘Here’s hoping we can catch every one of the bastards for what they’ve done to those girls, but I’m not sure we’re any closer to working out who killed Bernie Gray or why. Now that Kieran O’Connor’s alibi has been confirmed, and considering everything we’re uncovering about Gray’s life, it seems most likely to me that somebody took that stolen car with the intention of using it to kill him. But was that because he was involved in the website with Alison Morgan or because he was about to expose her? Or was it something else entirely?’

‘Keith’s been looking into Gray’s finances and can’t find anything unusual, although the proceeds from the website could be hidden somewhere, of course.’

‘Yeah, like everything else in this bloody case,’ Tom said as they reached the main door.

He ran down the metal staircase and up the other side, leaving Becky lagging behind. She wasn’t as fit as she thought, and she could see that he’d noticed.

‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘What for? Just go at your normal speed, Tom. Don’t make allowances – I’ll catch up.’

Tom nodded once, ringing the buzzer for the caretaker with one hand and pulling out his warrant card with the other.

‘Yes?’ The harsh shout through the speaker came from a man who sounded like he needed to cough.

‘Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas. We’d like a word, please.’

The intercom went dead, and for almost a minute nothing happened. Tom was about to buzz again when the door was pulled open.

‘Sorry,’ said the short, rotund man standing in the open doorway, whose BO Becky could smell from where she stood. ‘Couldn’t get the bloody thing to open from my handset.’

That’s a lie, for a start, Becky thought. She could tell from the way he wouldn’t meet their eyes. So what had he been doing for that minute, or did he just object to the police in general?

‘Who lives in apartment 210S?’ Tom asked without preamble.

The man looked up, apparently startled, but dropped his eyes almost immediately before he answered. ‘It’s empty. Always has been.’

‘Could you tell us who owns it?’ Becky asked, trying not to get too close as they went into the foyer.

‘It’s a company. I can find the details, if you’ll just wait.’

‘You can look for those while we go up and check out the apartment,’ Tom said. ‘The key, please.’

The man looked as if he was going to object, but he went into his room and came out again, a key fob dangling from his index finger.

‘I should probably ask you to sign for this,’ he said. Tom gave him a look, and the man waddled back behind his door, hitching up his trousers as he went.

‘We need you to sign to say you’ve given us permission, sir,’ Becky said, following him in and fishing a form out of her bag, rather wishing she had got him to do it out in the corridor rather than in the confined and malodorous space of his room.

They headed for the lift. Becky couldn’t help noticing how much smarter the corridors were in this part of the building and for a moment wished she could afford something here. Perhaps if she and Mark combined their salaries, rather than having separate apartments but living almost exclusively at Mark’s, it might be possible.

Finally they approached the door of 210S. Tom inserted the key and opened it. ‘Hello?’ he shouted, in case the caretaker had been lying about the flat being empty. But his voice sounded echoey and the place felt deserted.

‘I’ll go left, you go right,’ Tom said, disappearing through a door close to the entrance. ‘Bathroom,’ he shouted.

Becky walked through the only door on the right into a big space, empty except for a well-designed modern kitchen area. Somehow the room’s dimensions didn’t seem quite right. She stood in the doorway and thought about the corridor. It was longer than it ought to be, she was certain. Becky shrugged and glanced at the tall windows, which gave surprisingly little light due to the narrow street and the facing buildings, but could see nothing of interest. She heard Tom’s footsteps behind her.

‘Nothing in there. What about here?’

‘Nothing,’ Becky answered. She was about to leave when she noticed something. She crouched down for a closer look at the oak flooring. ‘Hang on, Tom.’ She pulled a clean tissue from her bag, dabbed at the edge of a small stain and lifted the tissue. ‘Blood.’

Tom walked carefully across the floor, his head bent, following a trail of two or three tiny drops. They appeared to lead towards a fitted bookcase. Tom examined it carefully, making sure he didn’t touch anything.

‘The drops either start or end here,’ he said. ‘But the wood’s smooth, and I can’t see how anyone might have hurt themselves.’

Becky walked across towards the window to check for more traces of blood, but could see nothing. It was as she turned back towards Tom that she noticed something on the side of the bookcase. ‘Tom,’ she said, pointing a finger.

Tom stepped to his left, taking care not to tread on any of the blood droplets, and flattened his head against the wall so that he could see what Becky was pointing at. It was a mark that looked like it had been made with bloody fingers.

‘Any ideas?’ he said to Becky.

‘Someone was hurt and grabbed hold of the bookcase to hold themselves up?’

Tom nodded but with no enthusiasm. ‘That doesn’t sound likely, does it? Have you got a glove?’

Becky reached into the bag that she always carried with her, never knowing when some of the oddments inside might be useful. She pulled out a thin disposable glove and passed it to Tom.

He ran a gloved hand up the side of the bookcase, avoiding contact with the bloody fingerprints, and then stopped, looking at Becky with raised eyebrows. She heard a click. Tom pulled the bookcase and one side moved towards them.

‘Well I never,’ Becky said. ‘My first ever secret room.’ She felt a strange childlike thrill.

Moving slowly they stepped into the room, pulling the curtain covering the far side of the doorway to one side. Becky gasped as she looked around her at the dramatic scenes painted on the walls.

‘What is this place?’ she whispered.

Before Tom could say a word they both heard a sound, and Tom placed a finger over his lips. They stood still, both casting their eyes into every corner of the room. They could hear someone crying, deep, heart-wrenching sobs. But there was nobody there.
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Natalie felt as if her world had ended. The policeman, DCI Douglas, had made it clear to her that for now they couldn’t prove conclusively that the allegations about the relationship between Bernie and Alison were true. But they’d had it confirmed by two sources.

She could see that the detective hadn’t enjoyed telling her, but she understood why he had needed to. If he thought she might have killed Bernie because of the affair, he was wrong. If she had killed anyone, it would have been Alison.

The knowledge that Bernie had kept such a huge secret from her hurt her more than anything else. When he was killed she had mourned his loss but had been comforted by the fact that at least she had been loved. His betrayal – no, their betrayal, his and Alison’s – left her with nothing.

Why would Alison do this to her? It was a monumental breach of trust, and Natalie wanted to get on the phone right now and ask her. But DCI Douglas had said they were intending to interview her that afternoon and it would be better if she were unaware of all they knew.

Scarlett was sitting next to Natalie on the sofa, rocking her mum in her arms. ‘What is it, Mum? What’s happened?’

‘I wish I didn’t have to tell you, Scarlett, but it might all come out anyway. The police think your dad really was seeing someone else, and it was bloody Alison. What a shitty thing to do – for both of them to do.’ Natalie tried hard to hold back her sobs but failed. She was hurt beyond measure, but she was so angry too.

Scarlett was whispering urgently, as if afraid someone would hear her. ‘No, Mum. I’m sure that’s not right.’

Natalie raised her burning eyes to her daughter. ‘Sweetheart, I know you don’t want to believe it, but—’

‘No! You have to listen to me. I can’t tell you everything because it’s dangerous, but you can’t trust Mr Douglas. Please, Mum. Just believe me.’

Natalie sat up straight. ‘Scarlett, Mr Douglas is—’

‘Shhh.’ Scarlett put her finger to her lips. ‘Trust me. I know what I’m talking about. Dad was one of the good guys, really he was.’

‘I know. We loved him. But there doesn’t seem to be any doubt.’ Natalie stroked her daughter’s hair, sensing her agitation.

‘I can’t tell you everything. It’s not safe yet. But I will do when it’s all over. You can’t trust Mr Douglas.’ Scarlett was still whispering, and Natalie was becoming concerned about her daughter. Who did she think could hear her?

She wrapped her arms around Scarlett. ‘What is it, love? What’s happening? What aren’t you telling me?’

‘Keep your voice down, Mum, please. Just trust me.’

Natalie had no idea what Scarlett’s bizarre behaviour was all about. Maybe she had been more affected by loneliness than Natalie had realised, but arguing with her now would build a wall that might become insurmountable.

‘Okay, Scarlett. All right, love. I trust you.’

Natalie felt her daughter’s body relax as if she had been holding her breath, and she had no idea what to do.

*

Tom and Becky stood perfectly still inside the room. There was no doubt in Becky’s mind that it was Natalie Gray they could hear crying, and if they could hear her, she would be able to hear them.

But it sounded as if Scarlett was whispering – as if she was telling her mum something she didn’t want anyone else to hear, as if she knew somebody might be eavesdropping.

Tom signalled Becky to follow him quietly out of the room.

‘Do you think Scarlett knew we could hear?’ Becky asked.

‘I don’t know, but there’s something going on in that young girl’s head. What are we missing?’

Becky remembered she hadn’t yet told Tom about Scarlett wanting to see a senior policewoman. She broke the news to him and his face creased in a puzzled frown.

‘Why would she want to speak to someone else?’

‘I’ve no idea. I did ask her, but I didn’t get very far. I was going to call Superintendent Stanley to see if she would speak to Scarlett.’

‘Okay, but do it straight away. If she’s that agitated about something we need to know what it is.’

Becky pulled her phone out of her bag.

‘While you’re doing that I’ll give Jumbo a call,’ Tom said. ‘I want to get his team in to give this place the once-over. Check with the caretaker to find out who else has keys to the apartment, and I’ll wait here until we’ve got it secured.’

Jumbo was Tom’s preferred crime-scene manager. A huge black guy with a smile that split his face in two, Jumoke Osoba could read the evidence like nobody else Becky had ever met. The room they had discovered was strange; the opulent bed and the remarkable wall art suggested it was almost certainly a photographic studio, but the broken mirror lying on the floor told a story that Becky had yet to decipher.

‘Oh, and get Keith to send me the image of Jennifer Bale, would you? I’m as sure as I can be that we’ll match the background on that photo to a wall of the hidden room. While he’s at it, he can check out the ownership of the two apartments.’

As Becky was about to leave, Tom’s phone rang.

‘Tom Douglas,’ he said. There was a pause, and Becky saw him tense. She looked at his face. It was rigid, his jaw clenched. ‘When did this happen?’

He listened for a few moments, ended the call and walked across to the window, his back to Becky. She waited, knowing he would tell her when he was ready.

Without turning he spoke, his voice low. ‘Linda Bale’s just thrown herself off the roof of the block of flats where Jennifer died. She’s dead.’

Becky couldn’t suppress a quiet gasp. ‘Oh my God. That’s awful, Tom.’

She could picture the woman now – her uncompromising attitude, her anger and the control she had tried to exert over those closest to her. Tom had always said that when Linda Bale faced reality, it was going to hit her hard, and he had been right. She had been in denial from the start, and none of them had been able to see her pain.

‘I judged her based on her behaviour, Becky,’ Tom said. ‘I knew she had to be suffering, but that didn’t stop me from thinking less of her because her reactions didn’t live up to my expectations. I should have known that something had to give, but all I could think was that Jennifer wasn’t much older than Lucy and had deserved better.’

Becky knew that no words would ease Tom’s remorse or her own regret at not having understood the woman better. All they could do now was make sure the bastards that had caused this tragedy suffered. She waited a few moments before saying quietly, ‘I’ll go and call Philippa.’

Tom didn’t turn round, but she saw him nod once.

As she left the apartment, looking at her phone to get Philippa Stanley’s number, she didn’t notice the small elderly woman until she nearly fell over her as she rounded the corner.

‘Sorry,’ Becky said. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

‘What’re you doing in that flat?’

‘And you are?’

‘Pamela Crawford. I’m staying here with my daughter. So who are you?’

‘I’m a police officer, Mrs Crawford. But nothing to worry about. We’re just checking something, that’s all.’

‘Well, I hope you fare better than the last chap who checked that apartment,’ she said, pushing out her bottom lip.

‘What do you mean?’

‘The caretaker chap. Not that miserable little toad we’ve got now, the other chap – Cliff, his name was. He came round here the other week and then he got his head bashed in the very same night. He’s in hospital.’

‘Did this man – Cliff – tell you why he was checking the apartment, Mrs Crawford?’

‘He said he was looking for ghosts, but he wasn’t laughing when he said it. Didn’t seem like the kind of man who believed in them, either. When I looked worried, he told me to forget he’d said it. He said he’d heard something he wasn’t expecting to hear, but he was sure it was nothing. Next thing I heard, he was in hospital.’

Becky thanked Pamela Crawford for her help and carried on along the corridor as she thought about what the woman had said. The apartment was supposed to be empty but was almost certainly in use. If Cliff the caretaker had discovered something, it might explain why he had been attacked.

She made a note of his name and made her first call as she walked. Philippa Stanley was rather bemused at being asked to talk to a fifteen-year-old who wouldn’t speak to either Becky or Tom, but when she was told it was Bernie Gray’s daughter, she relented.

‘Can you ask her to come in this afternoon, DI Robinson? I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes, but I should be free from 2.30. I can’t imagine why she needs to speak to me, but on this occasion I’m happy to humour her.’

Becky decided to see the caretaker before making her other calls, and when he told her that nobody else had access to the apartment, she called Tom.

‘I’ve spoken to Jumbo,’ Tom said, ‘and I’ll stay here until someone arrives to relieve me. There’s a uniform on the way – can you tell him where to find me?’

Becky agreed and ended the call. She walked out of the apartment block, pulled a crumpled plastic carrier from her bag of tricks to spread on the top step of the metal staircase and sat down in the sunshine to text Scarlett. As she pressed Send, she heard the beep of an incoming text, but not on her phone. She looked up, half expecting to see Scarlett, but a young man in a black T-shirt and jeans with a wide studded belt was running up the steps to the south wing, reading his screen as he went.

‘Shit,’ she heard him mutter. His thumbs were working furiously as he reached Becky and he stepped to one side to pass her. He lifted his head and glanced at her briefly as he rushed by.

Becky stared at him, but he showed no sign of recognition. She knew that face. She had no idea where from, but she had seen him before. And recently.
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Scarlett hated how much her mum was hurting. She wanted so badly to tell her the truth, and had been about to blurt it all out when she had said she was going to lie down for a while. Scarlett could still hear her crying quietly in the bedroom.

She stood up and walked to the bedroom door, then turned and retraced her steps. Her mum could ruin everything if she told her. She would demand answers, probably from Lewis himself. As Scarlett paced the room her phone beeped. She checked the message: Det Supt Stanley is happy to see you at 2.30 this afternoon. I’ll pick you up. Becky.

Scarlett sighed with relief. She wouldn’t have to keep things secret from her mum for much longer. She would ask this police officer what to do, and she was sure it would all get sorted. Maybe she and her mum could go into some sort of protective custody until Lewis and his boss had completed their operation.

For a moment she felt elated. Then her phone beeped again: I need to see you. I know you have a meeting with Supt Stanley today. I must see you first. Trust no one. You can’t come to the apartment. Meet me on the roof.

Scarlett hoped that Lewis hadn’t been in the apartment next door when Mr Douglas got there. What if the whole investigation was ruined because of that scrap of paper her mum had found?

She needed to help Lewis, and so she crept across the room and quietly opened the front door.

Scarlett made her way along the corridor to the fire exit, hoping that neither of the police officers would appear around the corner, but she made it without meeting anyone and pushed the heavy door open.

As she climbed slowly up the stairs, she was trying to get the facts clear in her head so she could tell Lewis, but the only thing that seemed relevant was that note of the addresses of the two apartments. She didn’t see how her dad’s supposed relationship with Alison could matter at all. She could only hope that Lewis wouldn’t say the whole operation was now in ruins because of that one scrap of paper.

When she reached the top of the concrete staircase, she found the door propped open. She stepped out onto the roof. Lewis was waiting for her, leaning against the wall of the shed-like construction that housed the stairhead. He didn’t give her a moment to speak.

‘What’s all this about you going to see Superintendent Stanley?’

Scarlett was about to respond that she had asked for a senior female to talk to when Lewis continued.

‘I know this man. It’s my job to know all the top officers, and he’s not to be trusted any more than Douglas. You don’t seem to realise that all these guys are as bad as each other. Don’t go and see him, Scarlett.’

Scarlett felt her heart race. Superintendent Stanley was a woman. Shouldn’t Lewis have known that? Was he confused? But Lewis was an undercover policeman. How else could he know about the meeting? So why did he think she was a man?

‘Why are you staring at me like that, Scarlett? Look, say nothing to anyone. You don’t know anything, and I’m going to disappear for a while until it’s all died down. We’re putting the operation on hold so neither Douglas nor Stanley gets wind of what’s happening.’

Scarlett had to get away from him. She had to think. ‘Okay. I’d better go.’

Just then her phone beeped with an incoming message. Lewis’s phone pinged at exactly the same moment. She ignored it and backed towards the entrance to the stairwell, trying her best to smile. Lewis was watching her carefully.

Her phone started to ring. And so did the one in Lewis’s hand. She glanced at the screen. It was her mum. She cancelled the call and it stopped ringing. And so did his.

‘Oh dear,’ he said, pulling a fake mournful expression as he walked towards her. ‘Looks like my cover is blown.’

Scarlett knew what he had done. He’d had her phone for ages during the photo session, and he must have put an app on it – probably to check she didn’t tell anyone what had happened. She knew all about spy apps because one of her friends was livid when her dad put one on her phone. Some apps could intercept calls, read texts and even be switched on remotely to listen in to whatever was going on in the vicinity of the phone.

Lewis couldn’t be who he said he was. He wasn’t getting his information from his handler; he was getting it directly from her phone. That’s why he didn’t know that Superintendent Stanley was a woman.

Scarlett’s heart was thudding in her chest, and she took a couple more steps back. Lewis stood and watched her, a sickening smile on his face. She turned and started to run, but she had taken no more than a couple of steps before he was on her. Just like before, he grabbed her, one arm tightly around her waist, pinning her arms to her sides, one hand clamped over her mouth before she could scream.
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Becky sat on the metal staircase and passed on Tom’s instructions to Keith. It was a muggy day, and out here she had hoped there might be a bit of breeze. Clutching her phone in one hand, she leaned back on her free arm and turned her face to a breath of air, closing her eyes. She had asked Keith to send the image of Jennifer to Tom’s phone and was only giving him half her attention as he gave her chapter and verse on the lines of enquiry he was following up.

‘There was one other thing, ma’am. You asked me to take another look at the pictures from the swimming pool,’ Keith said.

Becky’s brain snapped into focus and she was no longer listening to Keith with even half an ear.

That’s it! Her eyes shot open. The man on the stairs – she knew who he was and where she had seen him before.

‘Keith, I need you to find out…’ she asked, interrupting him mid-flow. ‘What the hell…?’

She ended the call and leaped to her feet. The top of the metal staircase faced the north wing across the wide courtyard, and she could see two figures on the roof. A man dressed in black was pulling a girl with red hair backwards and out of view towards the far side of the roof.

Becky turned and ran towards the door, pressing the bell for the caretaker repeatedly while calling Tom on her radio. ‘Tom, Scarlett’s on the roof. There’s a man with her and he’s dragging her towards the edge. I think he’s going to push her over.’

‘Where are you?’ Tom shouted. She could tell he had already started to run.

‘I’m outside and the pissing caretaker won’t let me in.’ Becky stabbed at every button on the intercom system, but everybody was probably out at work.

‘Okay, call for backup. I’m just reaching the emergency stairwell now.’

‘Tom, it’s the lifeguard from the swimming pool. I’m sure of it.’

‘Shit! Just get up to the roof as quickly as you can.’

Tom ended the call and Becky hammered on the door with her fist while shouting into her radio for backup.

She was never going to make it. She turned to look back at the roof and yelled as loud as she could, ‘Police! Let her go, you bastard.’

She knew he wouldn’t be able to make out the words, but she hoped hearing a voice and knowing he had been seen might be enough to slow him down.

*

Tom took the stairs two at a time. Even if Becky made it into the building, she was going to be slower than him getting to the roof.

When he reached the door at the top of the stairs, it was propped open. Tom burst out into the hot glare of the sun. He could see Scarlett and a young man with dark hair and a thin growth of facial hair on the far side of the roof. The man had one hand over Scarlett’s mouth and was dragging her closer and closer to the edge. Scarlett didn’t seem to be struggling; she was like a dead weight. Maybe she was unconscious.

Tom shouted, and the man looked round. His eyes met Tom’s for a second then flicked towards the open doorway of the north wing fire escape. It was clear to Tom that if he dropped Scarlett now he could make a run for it through that doorway and down the stairs.

Tom quickly weighed up the options. If he rushed the man, he might panic and push Scarlett over the edge, knowing he could probably take Tom on and win. He was younger and fitter, and Tom didn’t fancy his chances. And anyway his priority was to keep Scarlett safe.

He stopped dead and the man froze too. At least for a moment. And then he started to pull Scarlett towards the edge again and Tom knew he couldn’t get to her in time.

*

Becky had given up trying to get the caretaker to open up for her. He either wasn’t in, or he had made a run for it. She hadn’t liked the look of him one bit and recognised something evil in him. She spun round, looking for anybody who might be able to let her into the building. She saw someone coming out through the door at the top of the opposite staircase.

‘Police!’ she shouted. ‘Hold that door open.’

A startled girl in her early twenties did as she was asked, and Becky raced down one staircase and up the other.

‘Thanks,’ she gasped, pushing past the girl and into the corridor. She remembered seeing an emergency stairwell at the junction of the corridors and she headed towards that, aware that she was going to have to go up several flights of stairs to reach the roof.

Come on, Becky. Show them what you’re made of, she thought as she tore down the corridor and burst through the door.

Where the hell is the backup? Bloody Manchester traffic clogged up, no doubt.

She made it up the first two flights of stairs, but by the third she was really flagging. Only the thought that Scarlett was in danger spurred her on. And Tom was up there on his own. What if there were more of them, not just this one guy?

‘Oh God.’ She had hardly any breath left, and her legs felt like jelly.

When she reached the open door at the top of the stairs she paused for a moment. She didn’t know what was happening, and if she ran out there without an ounce of strength in her body she might make things worse. She bent over double, grasping her legs just above the knees, trying to get control of her breathing.

She had just about recovered when she heard a shout: ‘No!’

It was Tom.

She rushed out onto the roof. Tom was some distance away, but Scarlett and the man were only a few metres from Becky, right by the low parapet. Scarlett was limp and the man was bending down. It looked to Becky as if he was about to throw her over the edge and she knew that he would come for her next. Standing in the entrance to the stairwell, she was the only thing blocking his escape. She looked around for a weapon, but there was nothing.

When she looked up again, she noticed that Scarlett’s eyes were open and staring straight at her, as if she was trying to tell her something, but Becky had no idea what.

The man had just got his hands under Scarlett’s knees when the girl drew her legs under her and powered to her feet, using all the strength in her thighs. The man was right next to the parapet. Scarlett’s shoulder hit him in the chest, and his arms shot out as he tried to regain his balance.

As he toppled back his hand reached out to grab at Scarlett. She screamed as she rocked towards him.


86

By the time he made it home that evening Tom was bone tired. He had sat through interview after interview, been interrogated by Philippa and produced a written report of everything that had happened on the roof and the events that had led to it. He had gone over the details with Becky more times than he could count, and, given the similarities between the two cases, they had re-examined the Jennifer Bale case. But there was no evidence that her death was anything other than suicide, and Tom had fought hard to block out thoughts of Linda Bale’s fatal leap.

Eventually he told Becky to go home. She was supposed to be taking things easy for her first few weeks back at work, and today had been both physically and emotionally demanding.

Could they have done anything any different? However many times he went over the scenario in his head, he felt sure that racing across the roof in an attempt to save Scarlett wouldn’t have helped. But he would never know.

As Tom steered his car into the drive, his heart lifted a little in spite of his exhaustion when he saw Louisa’s car parked in front of the garage. She was sitting on his front step dressed in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, her slim brown legs stretched out in front of her. He had no idea how long she had been there.

Tom turned off the ignition and jumped out.

‘Louisa, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you’d be waiting.’

She gave him a sad little smile. ‘After the day you’ve had, I don’t want to hear any apologies. I was hardly going to let you sit at home all night and worry about everything on your own.’

Louisa knew exactly what had happened. She was one of the team of doctors that had tried to mend a body badly broken in a fall from a roof.

‘Let’s go in,’ she said, putting her arm around his waist as if he needed help to stay upright, which perhaps he did. ‘You can tell me about it inside.’

Tom walked into the kitchen and threw open the doors to the garden in an attempt to catch a breath of air. But the night was still, the atmosphere heavy, as if a thick blanket was lying over Manchester, deadening all sound and draining the city of energy.

He poured them a stiff drink. They both needed it.

‘Here’s to a crap day that I never want to repeat,’ Tom said, raising his glass. Louisa clinked hers with his and said nothing, waiting for him to speak. He didn’t look at her, just stared into his vodka as if once again seeing the whole disaster unfold.

‘I could have stopped it. That’s what I keep thinking.’

‘How?’ Louisa asked, her voice matter-of-fact. Tom was relieved that she wasn’t revelling in the drama, as so many would. She was calm, allowing him to say as much or as little as he liked, but he wanted to tell her everything, maybe in the hope that this time his role in the events would sound better to his ears.

‘I came out from the south wing stairs, and the man Scarlett knew as Lewis was on the far side of the roof, dragging her towards the edge. She looked for all the world as if she’d passed out. She was floppy, you know?’

Louisa nodded.

‘I was about eighty metres from the pair of them. I’m no sprinter, so with the best will in the world it would have taken me about twenty-five seconds from a standing start to reach them. Lewis was close to the edge, and I felt sure that if I rushed him he would fling Scarlett off the roof and run for the other fire exit. He was right by it, and he’s a lot younger than me. I didn’t know Becky was there.’

Tom downed the last of his drink in one gulp and turned to the fridge for a bottle of wine. He had realised long ago that alcohol was never the solution to any problem, but right now he didn’t care.

‘What I don’t know is whether I made an active decision not to move, or if I dithered,’ he said, taking two wine glasses from the cupboard.

‘I think you’re overanalysing this, Tom. I’ve not known you for long, but I watched you during that awful case earlier this year. It’s obvious how much you care, and you question yourself simply because it matters to you. You’d have instantly weighed up the options, and it’s only now that you’re doubting yourself.’

Tom’s eyes met Louisa’s. There was a stillness about her that he found soothing, and her confidence in him was comforting.

‘When Lewis got her right to the edge, Scarlett pulled her legs under her and stood up as fast as she could. She’s a tall girl, and he was completely off balance. Lewis reached out to grab her as he fell. I can still hear the sound of her scream.’

*

Natalie hadn’t been able to stop shaking since Becky Robinson had come to tell her what had happened. She’d heard the sound of sirens minutes before, but it never occurred to her that it was anything to do with Scarlett. She looked out of the window to see what was going on and had seen two ambulances. One raced round the corner as if heading for the main entrance of the building, but the other stopped about fifty yards along the road from her window. She leaned out as far as she could to look, but a crowd had gathered around what appeared to be a body, and she couldn’t see a thing.

Then the hammering had started on her door.

‘Natalie, let me in. It’s Scarlett – she needs you.’

Natalie felt as if her heart had stopped. Was that Scarlett down there on the pavement? For a moment she couldn’t move.

‘Natalie, open the door. Scarlett’s okay. She’s not hurt.’

She rushed to the door and flung it open. Becky was gasping for air, her face white and clammy. She was hanging on to the door frame as if she was about to keel over.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I just need to catch my breath. We need to get you up to the roof. Scarlett’s there. The paramedics are with her, but she’s okay. Just in shock.’

Natalie hadn’t waited for Becky to recover. She raced along the corridor and was about to turn the corner when Becky shouted, ‘Through the emergency exit. Just keep going up.’

She flung open the door, sprinted up the stairs and burst out onto the roof. Two men in green uniforms were kneeling by Scarlett’s side, and Tom Douglas was crouched by her head, talking quietly to her.

‘Scarlett!’ Natalie threw herself down onto the concrete roof and reached out to touch her daughter.

‘She’s okay, Natalie,’ Tom said. ‘She’s incredibly brave.’

‘What happened?’

‘She was in great danger but she kept her head. She managed to get the better of a grown man, and you should be very proud of her.’

Scarlett turned her head and spoke quietly, her voice surprisingly steady. ‘I did what Dad taught me. He said a dead weight was much more difficult to move, so I pretended I’d fainted and let my whole body go limp. When we got to the edge I stood up quickly and…’

Oh my God, Natalie thought. That must be him on the pavement.

‘Shh, sweetheart. It’s okay. I love you, baby.’

The paramedics had insisted that Scarlett go to hospital to be checked over, and as Natalie sat by her daughter’s side, holding her hand, the whole sorry tale had come out.

‘I believed Lewis when he said he was a policeman. I really did think he had been working with Dad before he died. But how did he know who I was?’

Natalie hadn’t been able to answer that, telling Scarlett that none of it mattered now. But a couple of hours later Becky had arrived at the hospital and explained it to Natalie as they sat together in the waiting room.

‘I’m afraid it seems Alison Morgan was working with Lewis. I can’t tell you much more right now, but I will as soon as I can. What I do need to tell you is that Lewis had some inappropriate photos of Scarlett. It looks like she didn’t know he was taking them – the bad ones, that is. She may be too embarrassed to tell you, but she needs to know that we’re fairly certain we’ve got them all, and nobody else is ever going to see them.’

Natalie’s mouth flooded with saliva and for a moment she thought she was going to be sick. The horror of what her daughter had been through made the pain of Alison’s treachery pale into insignificance. But there was one question she had to ask, knowing how much it would matter to Scarlett.

‘Do you think Bernie was involved?’

‘Well, I think it’s unlikely your husband was working undercover, if I’m honest. But that doesn’t mean he wasn’t an excellent policeman, and we think – although we still have to confirm this – that Bernie was probably trying to gather evidence against Alison so he could get her to release her hold on him.’

‘Well, there was much easier option, if he’d had the balls. He could just have told me.’

Natalie could hear the disillusionment in her own voice, and Becky was sensible enough to say nothing. And Natalie was going to have to explain to Scarlett that her dad’s late nights and frequent absences were down to something far less honourable than overtime on a covert operation. She wasn’t looking forward to that.

The thought of the danger she had put her daughter in was sending shivers up and down Natalie’s spine every few minutes. Alison must have set up the apartment and got that bogus agent to call her. But why would she do that?

‘She and Lewis bought both flats through a company they set up,’ Becky explained. ‘DS Sims – you met him when you came for the interview – has checked it out. We found a message from Alison to Lewis on his phone.’

Natalie knew this wasn’t going to be pleasant, but she had to know. ‘Just tell me the worst. I can’t hate her any more than I already do.’

‘She started by blaming him for everything going wrong. He wasn’t supposed to be taking anybody into the other apartment and she thought it was safe to move you in.’ Becky paused and looked at Natalie, as if unsure whether to continue.

‘Don’t stop, Becky. I want to know.’

‘It seems she wanted you close by, and you’d mentioned going to Spain to stay with your parents. I’m sorry, Natalie, but she said she wanted to witness your unhappiness over the split with Ed Cooper.’

Can this get any worse? Natalie thought. And then it came to her in a sudden moment of clarity, so clear she didn’t know why she had never seen it before. Alison had never forgiven Natalie for giving up on their dreams. Natalie had chosen Bernie, and Alison – who had never had anybody to call her own – had been devastated. Natalie hadn’t cut her friend out of her life and had tried to include Alison in her family, but it wasn’t enough. Alison had felt compelled to destroy Natalie’s happiness.
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Louisa had finally managed to persuade Tom to have a hot shower and get into bed, but he still needed to get it all out of his system, and it seemed Louisa understood. She rested her head on his shoulder and wrapped an arm around his waist.

‘Talk to me,’ she said. So he did.

He told her about Bernie Gray’s death, his wife’s new man Ed Cooper, her best friend Alison, family friend Megan, and the complex relationships between all of them. And Louisa just listened without interrupting him once.

‘One thing you need to know, Louisa, is that Lewis told Scarlett that I’m corrupt and into teenage girls. She was about to tell my boss all of this, and I’d probably have been suspended while they investigated his claims.’

Louisa lifted a hand to his chest and stroked it gently. ‘Come on, Tom. Nobody on this earth would have believed that.’

That wasn’t necessarily the case, as Tom well knew. Paedophiles don’t have their predilections printed on their foreheads, so he was grateful that Lewis’s lies had come out quickly, thanks to Scarlett, before people had started to look at him askance, wondering how much of it was true. He imagined, just for a moment, how it might have gone if he had been investigated, and how he would have explained it to his young daughter Lucy. The thought sickened him.

‘How was Lewis when you left?’ he asked, changing the subject.

‘Not good, but he’s alive. We’ve put him into an induced coma until the swelling on his brain reduces. He’s got a fractured pelvis and his spine’s damaged too. There are other multiple fractures, none of which could be described as serious in isolation, but it’s unlikely he’ll ever walk again.’

Tom knew that for some of his colleagues this would have been the perfect outcome. Not for Tom. He didn’t want the man’s terrible injuries to evoke one ounce of sympathy in a jury or the press. Lewis had come so close to killing Scarlett, and Tom wasn’t sure he would ever have been able to forgive himself for his decision not to race across that roof in an attempt to save her.

He thought about the mountain of information that the technical team had discovered on Lewis’s computer that proved both his and Alison Morgan’s crimes. But there was nothing to tie Bernie Gray in at all. Lewis, on the other hand, had taken a number of part-time jobs – including the one at the swimming pool – that put him in contact with the young girls that Alison had identified as vulnerable.

Unfortunately, they had been unable to find Alison Morgan. Her mobile phone was dead, and her house was empty.

‘So how did Lewis, or whatever his name is, get involved in all this?’

‘His real name’s Paul Todd, aka Jed, but let’s stick to calling him Lewis, can we? My brain won’t compute anything else right now. Alison Morgan was the instigator, it seems. She was brought up in a children’s home. Lewis’s brother was a friend of hers there, but Lewis himself is a lot younger. The brother died of a drugs overdose, and Alison took the kid under her wing. That’s as much as we’ve managed to discover, but it’s enough.’

‘She’s a real piece of work, isn’t she?’

‘And then some. According to Ed Cooper, she phoned him this morning. She must have known we were getting close, and she was about to do a runner. Anyway, she asked him to give Natalie a message. She said Bernie had fallen out of love with her years ago and had only stayed because of Scarlett. That and a load of other nonsense which he was supposed to pass on.’

‘Why didn’t she tell Natalie herself?’

‘Too clever,’ Tom said, shaking his head. ‘If Ed tells her, he’ll be the cause of her pain. He’ll be the one who destroyed whatever is left of her belief in Bernie.’

‘And if he doesn’t tell her?’

‘Natalie will believe Megan’s version – that Bernie was trapped and was trying to protect his marriage. Bernie remains the number-one good guy – albeit slightly flawed.’

‘Where does that leave this Ed chap then?’ Louisa asked.

‘Living in the shadow of a dead man, at a guess.’

‘My God, the human psyche never fails to confound me. But with all this renewed interest in Bernie’s death, wasn’t Alison worried that the investigation would lead you to her crimes?’

‘I don’t think she had a clue that Bernie was on to her, which is what we have to assume given his knowledge of the website and the apartments, and the fact that he seemed to think Amber Blackwood – another girl they abused – had something to do with Alison. Whether he would have turned her in, or used what he knew to free himself from her clutches, I don’t know, and I guess we never will.’

‘And what about Bernie, then? Has all this helped you to discover who killed him?’

‘Oh, I know who killed him,’ Tom said. ‘The trouble is, this is one clever murderer – there’s not a scrap of evidence. But I’m not going to stop looking.’
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Two Months Later

Ed heaved the last of the suitcases out of Natalie’s car and carried them into the house.

‘I think that’s the lot, love,’ he said, giving her a beaming smile.

Natalie smiled back as she locked the car. Ed had been so patient when she told him that although she understood everything now and was confident that Scarlett would be perfectly safe with him, she still had a lot to come to terms with in her own mind. As each detail of Bernie’s other life was revealed she’d had to decide which version of him to believe in and what memories to hold on to. Until she had rationalised it all, she couldn’t move back in with Ed.

But now that time had come. She needed to love and be loved again.

Becky Robinson had been a star and had talked Natalie through everything to do with the website. She knew now that neither Ed nor Bernie was involved in child pornography and accepted that she wouldn’t have thought Ed’s behaviour with Scarlett was at all suspect if it hadn’t been for the images she had discovered on his computer.

Scarlett felt safe when Ed was around, and she needed stability more than ever. She was still having nightmares about Lewis, and had been horrified by how readily she had believed everything he had told her about Bernie. Lewis had known all along that she was Bernie’s daughter, and Scarlett was struggling to forgive herself for being so gullible, especially as she was continually claiming not to be a kid any more.

The worst thing for both mother and daughter had been dealing with the knowledge that Bernie had had a secret relationship with Alison and had genuinely believed she was expecting his child. Natalie had talked to Megan about it endlessly but still had difficulty understanding why he had allowed himself to be dragged into something that could have shattered his family into tiny pieces.

Megan had tried to be patient, but Natalie had sensed the irritation in her voice.

‘Natalie, he got drunk. He made himself vulnerable to a snake like Alison and because he didn’t want you to get hurt – or worse, to walk out on him – he tried to juggle everything and keep everybody happy. Let’s face it, if he’d told you Alison was having his baby, you would have gone, wouldn’t you? I keep telling you that people are fallible. We all do stupid things from time to time, and Bernie was no exception.’

Natalie had frowned at that, and Megan jumped right in.

‘You’re bloody fallible, for one! You thought Alison was perfect – that she was totally on your side. You gave her so much credit, and for over fifteen years she’s had one aim in life – to find a way to make you miserable. You trusted her with your most private thoughts and no doubt shared a few secrets about Bernie that he would have preferred you not to.’

Megan. Always the sensible one. Always the one to hold things together. Natalie could understand Megan not telling her what she knew about Alison. Her loyalty had been one hundred per cent to Bernie. But it had been a little more difficult to accept Ed’s silence on the subject. Natalie had struggled with the fact that he had known about Bernie’s relationship with Alison and hadn’t told her, even after they got together.

‘I only found out a couple of days before he died, darling,’ Ed had said, holding her hand across the table and pleading with his eyes for her understanding. ‘I was going to persuade him to tell you himself. I didn’t want to be the one to rip your life apart. And I didn’t tell you after he died because I didn’t want to hurt you.’

They had talked endlessly: Scarlett and Natalie, Natalie and Ed, Megan and Scarlett – each and every combination. But still Natalie had needed space to think and to lick the last of her wounds, and it was only when the police confirmed that they had tracked Alison down and arrested her that she was able to begin the healing process.

It took Natalie two months to piece together what was left of her memories into a picture of her life with Bernie that she was happy with, and finally Ed and Scarlett had convinced her that they could be happy together, as a family. Ed was already helping Scarlett with her schoolwork and had offered to pay for the much-longed-for skiing trip. Natalie couldn’t continue to prevaricate, and so here she was – back in Ed’s beautiful house.

Scarlett was due home any minute, and Natalie knew how much her daughter had been looking forward to this day. Natalie couldn’t stand still, hoping and praying that this time she had made the right decision for both of them. She had to make this work, and she had to stop seeing spectres around every corner. She needed to get back to being positive and learn to trust again.

She walked into the kitchen with Ed and he pulled her into his arms. ‘At last,’ he said. ‘This is where you were always meant to be.’

Natalie said nothing. She was glad to be here, but however things had ended, she had loved Bernie and she wasn’t going to forget that.

‘I’ve got a surprise for you both when Scarlett gets home,’ Ed said, not letting go of her but leaning back slightly so that he could see her face. His eyes were shining.

‘What is it?’

‘You’re going to have to wait. It’s more for Scarlett than you, but I hope you’ll be happy about it. She’ll be home soon.’

He pulled her close again. Natalie felt her muscles tense and willed herself to relax. She was lucky to have a man like Ed and she couldn’t let him sense how unresponsive she still felt. It would pass, she was sure. She just had to try harder.

The front door slammed. Scarlett was home.

‘Welcome home, sweetheart,’ Ed said, stepping forward to give her a hug. Natalie found herself watching him. She knew her previous suspicions were unfounded, but she also knew it would be a while before she was completely easy in her mind. She could see that Ed kept the hug a little formal, as if conscious of her concerns. Only his arms touched Scarlett, the rest of his body held slightly away.

With one arm around Scarlett’s shoulders, he turned to face Natalie. ‘Stay here, both of you. Your surprise is in the garage. Close your eyes – no peeping.’

In the end it didn’t matter whether their eyes were open or closed, because they heard a noise that Natalie recognised immediately. The yapping of a puppy.

Scarlett’s eyes flew open, her face a picture of joy, and when Ed pushed open the door from the garage to the kitchen she jumped up and down as she saw the squirming puppy in his arms.

‘Oh Ed, thank you so much. She’s amazing. Look, Mum. She’s just like Zena – same colour and everything. I don’t know what to say.’

She rushed over and gently took the puppy from Ed, kissing the soft dark fur on her head. The puppy must have felt at home, because she lifted her face and licked Scarlett’s chin. Scarlett giggled with delight.

Ed looked at Natalie and smiled. ‘I think the puppy’s a hit, don’t you?’ He handed Scarlett a pretty gift bag. ‘And there’s one more thing.’

‘You open it, Mum. I want to keep hold of this little cutie.’

It was difficult to see who was more delighted, Scarlett or the puppy, so Natalie did as her daughter asked and reached inside the bag to pull out the gift.

‘See? Just like Zena’s,’ Ed said, beaming at them both.

Natalie held up the collar and lead, studded with LED lights so that the puppy could be seen in the dark. It was indeed exactly like Zena’s.

Scarlett squealed and wrapped one arm around Ed’s waist to give him a squeeze while still keeping hold of the puppy. ‘Thank you so much, Ed. You’re the best stepfather in the world.’

They both turned to look at Natalie, who felt as if the grin she had been wearing as she witnessed Scarlett’s happiness had frozen like a mask, gluing her top lip to her teeth, her jawbone aching with the effort of keeping the smile going.

She wanted to ask. But if she did, her doubt, her lack of trust in this man would tear them apart all over again.

Her mind flashed back to the night before Bernie died. The collar was something she had never told anyone about because Bernie’s death had made a mockery of the gift. Her husband had come in late, just before she went to bed, but she hadn’t wanted to wait.

‘I’ve bought something for you and Zena – to keep you both safe when you’re out walking in the dark,’ she’d said.

She had handed the package to Bernie, and he had been as excited as he always was when he was given a present, feeling the package with both hands to see if he could guess what was inside.

‘I give in,’ he said. ‘What is it?’

‘Open it and find out,’ she’d said, laughing at his childlike behaviour.

He put his hand into the opened package and slowly drew out a special collar that Natalie had bought for Zena – one that lit up; one designed to ensure they would be seen on the dark lanes.

Bernie’s eyes had sparkled with delight. ‘A brilliant present,’ he said, leaning across to kiss her. ‘I love you, beautiful wife of mine. Do you know that?’

Zena had only worn that collar once, and it hadn’t kept either of them safe. But apart from Scarlett and Bernie, nobody else knew about it. Or maybe she was being stupid. If this had been Bernie, she would have simply believed there was a logical explanation. Perhaps she had told Ed about it and forgotten, but to ask the question would once again demonstrate her lack of trust in this man.

‘Mum?’ Scarlett said, her eyes clouding with concern as she hugged her new puppy even tighter.

Natalie was ruining the moment. If she took Scarlett away from here again, she wasn’t sure what it would do to her. She was so fragile right now.

‘Sorry, sweetheart. Just a quick flashback. I couldn’t be more pleased for you.’

She turned to smile at Ed, ready to accept that she was seeing shadows within shadows. She looked into his eyes and saw the horror there, the dawning realisation of his mistake. He seemed to be holding himself together, his body taut.

But maybe she was wrong.

She had trusted Alison. She had trusted Bernie. She had been wrong on both counts. She had doubted Ed once before, and he had forgiven her. And maybe his eyes told a different story – not one of guilt, but of concern that the puppy had awoken unhappy memories of the day Bernie died.

Which was it?

Two pairs of eyes were watching her, both waiting to see if their world was going to come crashing down around them, and Natalie could feel the tension in the room tightening its grip. She took a deep breath to control the emotion in her voice.

‘Ed—’

‘Mum.’ Scarlett spoke at the same moment and moved across the room to put one arm around Natalie’s waist while the other clung on to the puppy. ‘I’m so happy we’ve come home. Aren’t you?’

She knew she had to speak, but she couldn’t find the right words.

Ed broke the brief silence before it became unbearable. ‘There’s a bottle of champagne in the fridge,’ he said, his voice uncertain. ‘I think we have something to celebrate. Shall I open it?’

Natalie felt her daughter’s arm squeeze her a little tighter and turned to look down at her worried face.

Yes,’ she answered, forcing herself to smile. ‘We’d like that, wouldn’t we, Scarlett?’

***
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