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      11.45 p.m.

      The noise in the busy bar is deafening and the young woman casts an uneasy glance over her shoulder. She looks nervous, terrified someone might be watching. Her thoughts are clear: Will people know who I am, why I’m here, what I’ve done?

      Everyone is having a good time. No one is interested.

      Except me, of course.

      ‘We need to talk,’ I tell her. ‘You’re coming with me.’

      Fear is etched into her face as the words drop like poison in her ear. Now she is thinking maybe it would be better if someone was watching; they might see her leave the bar. She’s wondering if she’s made a terrible mistake – another one in her short life. Will people remember her – know who she left with?

      They won’t.

      She’s alone. There is no one to help her now.

      ‘You know what you’ve done, so don’t make things worse. We’re leaving. Now!’

      Music blasts from the speakers, and although she tries to speak, nothing can be heard over the hubbub. It seems every night is party night for some people.

      She doesn’t fit in with this crowd, but her face says she would rather stay. She’s got the message, though, and inches her way towards the door. What other choice does she really have?

      For a moment, as she pushes through the crowd and edges closer to the exit, it looks as if she’s going to bolt – unsure of how this is going to end. But she drops her head, resigned to her fate. She knows she’s brought this on herself.

      The door slams shut, and in contrast to the bar, the streets are quiet, the canal tow path eerily silent, the distant dull thump of bass from the bar’s speakers providing a background beat in time with the woman’s rapid footsteps. The bright lights of neon signs reflect off the inky water, but the narrow path is pitch black.

      It’s a five-minute walk, and she says nothing. There’s nothing she can say.

      ‘Get in the car.’

      The young woman looks scared, as well she might. Her eyes are wide, her lips trembling. She’s pathetic.

      ‘I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have done it. It was stupid.’

      ‘But the fact is that you did do it. The damage is done.’

      She looks at the ground, knowing it’s too late, staring into a puddle as if she’ll find the answers there.

      ‘Get in the fucking car! In the back.’

      Again, she looks ready to run. But she won’t. She knows when she’s beaten.

      Glancing behind her and seeing nothing but deep shadows in the black, deserted alley, she gets in. The engine fires up, and she leans towards the front.

      ‘I thought we were going to talk here.’

      ‘You thought wrong.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      There’s no need to answer. She’s in the back, child locks on; she’s not getting out.

      Despite the late hour, beyond the confines of the alley the streets of Manchester are as busy as ever. People spill out of bars and clubs, shouting, boisterous, having a good time.

      If that’s what you call it.

      No one looks at the car. Even if the woman tries to lower the window and screams for help, no one will notice above the shrieks of laughter.

      And if they do, will they care?

      I doubt it.
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      4 hours earlier

      ‘Mallory! So glad you could make it. Come in, come in!’ Eve’s face is flushed, and she pushes out her bottom lip and blows upwards in a vain attempt to cool herself. ‘Everyone’s in the sitting room – you know where it is. Go through while I get back to my canapés.’

      With that, she scurries off down the hall of the 1930s semi that she has been attempting to renovate for the last five years.

      I hear laughter coming from the room on my left, and I glance quickly in the hall mirror to check my lipstick is still in place. I reach up to smooth my hair and slip out of my coat, but there’s nowhere to put it. Most people seem to have chucked theirs on the stairs, but I loop mine over my arm and push open the door to a room full of women.

      Their faces turn towards me with wide smiles and several shouts of ‘Hi!’ but Carolyn, the bossy one in the group, is telling some tale, and I don’t want to interrupt her. She has a way with words, and everyone laughs as the story ends. I don’t know how it began, so I smile and find a chair, folding my coat over the back.

      She turns to me. ‘Mallory, you look amazing – as always. Love the new platinum-blonde look. It’s fabulous. Have you come straight from work?’

      I glance down at my skinny black velvet jeans and my emerald-green silk shirt.

      ‘I have, yes,’ I answer, pushing from my mind the pile of clothes I had tried on and rejected before leaving the house thirty minutes ago.

      I’ve got it wrong, though. I’m overdressed. One woman is sitting on the floor, legs crossed, wearing an old pair of shorts, her plump knees looking slightly pink from too much of the late spring sunshine; another appears to still be in her running kit. They both look happy and relaxed.

      Eve pokes her dishevelled head round the door. ‘Sorry, everyone. You know how disorganised I am – I forgot to turn the oven on, but I’ll be through in a moment. Help yourselves to wine.’ With that, she disappears.

      I don’t understand why Eve puts herself through this when most people would just pick up some nibbles from the supermarket or open a few bags of crisps. It’s just book club. But I guess we all find our own way to differentiate ourselves, and Eve wants to show she’s made an effort.

      ‘Hands up who’s read the book!’ Carolyn shouts, and seven pairs of eyes either look up eagerly or are lowered in shame. I’ve read half of it, so I’m not feeling too guilty. ‘And those of you who haven’t, can we have your excuses please?’

      There are a few mutters about time, kids – the usual half-hearted explanations. Some members of the club have never finished a book in its entirety, but they enjoy the socialising and the wine. I fall somewhere in the middle, always keen to start but not always that keen to finish.

      Eve scoots back in, fanning herself with her hand, pulls out a dining chair and flops into it.

      ‘Just cooling down – the canapés, that is. Where were we up to?’

      ‘We’re discovering who’s read the book. I know it was my choice, but I thought it was brilliant.’ Carolyn casts a defiant glare around the room. ‘Mallory – what did you think?’

      She always picks on me first. I wonder whether she feels that, as an art lover, my word is more relevant. It isn’t, and I wish she wouldn’t. Nevertheless, I came mentally prepared.

      ‘I thought it was clever. The story was based on historical fact, of course, but history only tells us what the characters did, it doesn’t tell us who they are in their souls, so the author had to create the personalities of each character based on her assessment of their traits, and what made them…’ I pause and look at the faces turned towards me, ‘…do what they did.’

      I nearly said commit murder, but I know some people haven’t finished the book and possibly never will.

      ‘That’s very perceptive, Mallory.’ It’s not, particularly, but I’m not going to argue, so I let her continue. ‘In my view, the author somehow made the dreadful deeds committed by the protagonist seem almost excusable, given the circumstances of her upbringing and her character flaws, and it made me wonder how often we all make excuses for unacceptable behaviour.’

      Rarely, in your case. The thought passes through my mind, but I don’t express it. I like Carolyn, even though she’s slightly scary.

      At that moment, the doorbell rings.

      ‘Oh,’ Eve says, jumping up from her chair. ‘Sorry. I meant to say that I’ve asked a new neighbour to join us. Hope you don’t mind, but she’s finding her feet in the area.’

      With that, she disappears out of the room.

      

      Over the last half-hour, the conversation has drifted away from the book, despite Carolyn’s relentless attempts to get us all back on track. The new member of the group has been quiet, but who can blame her with everyone shouting over each other as we argue amicably over the latest antics of politicians and celebrities?

      We’ve taken a break to move into the kitchen to grab a plate and some scorched canapés, which I suspect were cooked at a higher temperature than they should have been to make up for lost time, and I’m reaching for one of the least singed when I sense someone standing by my side.

      ‘Hi,’ I say with a smile, turning to the new arrival, whom Eve has introduced as Yvonne. ‘I’m Mallory. Glad to have you with us.’

      I start rabbiting on about how we really do discuss books from time to time, and extolling the virtues of the members, but she’s looking very serious.

      ‘I gather you’re new to the area,’ I say when I’ve finished what was supposed to be a welcome speech, but which seems to have fallen short. ‘Did you move here for work?’

      She bites her bottom lip. ‘Look, I don’t want to make things awkward, but I need to tell you I work for Cavendish Hope.’

      I give her a puzzled frown. Cavendish Hope is the law firm where my partner, Nate, works.

      ‘It’s not awkward. Why would it be? We’re just a group of like-minded women, and we don’t talk about our partners’ jobs much.’

      She shakes her head. ‘No, I understand that. But I wanted to say that I’m sorry about what’s happening to Nathan. I’ve only been with the company for a few weeks, but I have to say it was a surprise to me.’

      It’s even more of a surprise to me, because I don’t have the first idea what she’s talking about. What hasn’t he told me? I swallow and force a smile.

      ‘Oh, it’s okay,’ I say, waving my hand vaguely as if to dismiss it. ‘I’m not stressed by it. What do you do there?’

      She blinks. ‘I’m in HR, so I was involved in the whole sorry mess. We have to take these things seriously, you know – even when one of the partners is involved.’

      Nate became a partner a couple of years ago – the youngest in the firm’s history – and he loves his work as a corporate lawyer. But whatever the problem, he’s not said a word to me about it. I want to dig deeper, but it’s hard to without showing my ignorance.

      ‘Did you deal with Nate personally, then?’

      She shakes her head, but she can’t meet my eyes. ‘No, with Gabriella. Nathan had to be spoken to by the senior partner, of course.’

      ‘Of course,’ I say, nodding as if understanding completely.

      Who the fuck is Gabriella?

      I feel sick. If he hasn’t told me, it must be something he doesn’t want me to know, and I’m wondering how I can find out more without showing how clueless I am when Eve scoots across the room in our direction.

      ‘Glad you two have met. Yvonne mentioned she knows your chap – Nathan, Nate, whatever.’

      Eve has never met Nate, and I hold my breath for a moment, wondering what’s going to be said, but she starts fussily rearranging the canapés for some incomprehensible reason, and I hear Yvonne’s quiet voice next to my ear.

      ‘It goes without saying that whatever goes on at work, I don’t talk about it elsewhere.’

      I don’t know what she’s expecting of me, but I turn to her with a beaming smile, as if it couldn’t matter less. ‘Of course! It never occurred to me that you would.’

      I need to get away. I can’t stay a moment longer. My heart is pounding, and I’m worried that I won’t be able to keep up this nonchalant pretence for much longer.

      Eve turns back to Yvonne. ‘Mallory’s our star, you know. She’s one of those people who always seems to get everything right – puts the rest of us to shame. It all comes so easily to you, doesn’t it, Mallory?’

      I give a little chuckle, but it rings falsely in my ears, and I wonder what she would think if she could hear my inner critic, relentlessly whispering that I might fail.

      I can’t look at Yvonne. She knows perfectly well that there’s something not right in my life – even though I have no idea what it is.

      ‘Oh, sorry, but my phone’s vibrating.’ I grope for the back pocket of my jeans where I pushed my phone when we came into the kitchen and turn away so they don’t see the blank screen. ‘Hi!’ I pause, as if waiting for the other person to speak. ‘Oh, that’s a pain. I’m at book club. Can no one else go in?’ I pause again, then sigh. ‘Fine. I’ll get there as quickly as I can.’

      I turn back to Eve. ‘I’m so sorry, that was the alarm company. The alarm at the gallery’s gone off. The police are there, and it doesn’t look as if anyone’s broken in, but I need to go and reset the alarm.’

      Eve looks horrified. ‘What if they’re wrong and there’s someone in there?’

      ‘The police are waiting for me – it’ll be fine. Look, I won’t be able to get back for the rest of the evening because I left my car at home – I was thinking of the wine.’ I give another high-pitched chuckle. ‘Fortunately, I’ve not had much yet, so I’ll just run home and drive to the gallery. Sorry to be a party pooper.’

      I turn to Yvonne. ‘I’ll see you next time, Yvonne. Good to have met you.’

      I look away from her bemused expression. I can see she doesn’t understand why I am being so dismissive of whatever has happened to Nate, but I can’t bear the thought of her seeing how much it matters.

      ‘Give my apologies to everyone for racing off, will you, Eve?’ I lean in and give her a peck on the cheek and head to the door.

      As I go, I can hear her saying to Yvonne, ‘She’s amazing, you know. Runs a posh art gallery, has a fabulous house, and I’ve never seen her looking anything other than perfect.’

      I want to look back, to see Yvonne’s expression. But I resist the temptation.
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      It would be unfair of me to blame a woman I hadn’t met until tonight for turning my life upside down. She didn’t. It was already upside down. I just didn’t know it. But I do now, and the thought is burning a bright fire of anger and confusion deep inside me.

      What has happened? What hasn’t he told me?

      It’s about a mile from Eve’s house to mine along quiet tree-lined suburban streets. All I can hear is the click of my heels on the pavement, and I wish I’d put practicality ahead of style so I could run. It’s turned chilly now, as it often does at this time of year when the sun disappears, but I welcome the cool air on my hot cheeks, and I walk with my head bowed, focusing on my feet, as if ashamed to show my face to the world.

      I am mortified that whatever has happened – and it’s clearly something serious – I know nothing about it. I hate the thought that someone else knows more than I do about my life and the man I am sharing it with.

      Whatever it is, it apparently involves this Gabriella woman, whose name I have never heard in my life. What’s she done? Or more to the point, based on the sympathy vibes I was getting from Yvonne, what’s Nate done?

      I try to focus on the last few days. Has he been different in any way? Should I have noticed something was wrong?

      I can’t think of anything. Maybe he’s been quiet, but I assumed he was working on a difficult merger. His routine has been the same, leaving for work at 7.15, kissing me goodbye, home before me, showered and changed out of his suit, laptop charging ready to check emails after dinner. In the five years we’ve been together, Nate has shown himself to be a man of habit. It’s sometimes wildly frustrating because he can’t step outside his daily plan to do something spontaneous, but if I had to describe him, I would say in recent years he’s become predictable in both temperament and habit.

      I find it reassuring, because this wasn’t always the case. When we were at school he was a nightmare, capitalising on his cheeky-boy good looks, breaking hearts at a rate of knots. I knew back then that he wanted my approval – and more – but he didn’t get it, and we went our separate ways to universities at opposite ends of the country.

      Then, five years ago, I bumped into him in Manchester. The ten years since leaving school had changed us both: I had recently come out of a long and disastrous relationship, and Nate had realised that his greatest ambition was to be a successful corporate lawyer. He had always wanted to be the best at whatever he did, and annoying as I’d found it when we were teenagers, I could see how he had put it to good use to climb the ladder in his chosen profession.

      To everyone’s surprise, mine included, we ended up spending time together, sharing our passion for travel to unconventional destinations, our love of live music and theatre, our enjoyment of good food and wine. It took over a year for me to finally agree to move in with him. I’d resisted for a while, not least because his house was decorated entirely in shades of beige – exactly as it had been when he bought it. I found it depressing, but Nate said he had no idea what to do with it and gave me free rein to completely revamp it, as I was – in his words – the artistic one. Our home is now filled with joyous jewel colours that lift my spirits.

      Our life together is good. We’re happy. So much so that I have started to feel we have a future we can both commit to, something I would have found impossible to believe until recently. We have even talked about starting a family, although his parents are very concerned that we’re not married. It doesn’t worry me, but Nate has always tried to please them, particularly his dad, whose disapproval is always marked by long periods of silence.

      And now this. I could tell from Yvonne’s face that whatever has happened to Nate, it’s not good, and I have the sense that I’m standing on a precipice, looking down at a void. Mistakes in the past have made it hard for me to trust my own judgement, but I thought I was getting there, and I can’t bear the thought that my safe world has been rocked.

      I’m tempted to phone Nate, to ask him immediately what he’s hiding, why he has lied to me. But I want to see his face, so with my breath coming in short, anxious bursts, I quicken my pace.
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      By the time I reach our front door I am practically panting, and it’s not from exertion. I’m fit. I run for pleasure. But I need to get myself under control, because if I go in all guns blazing, Nate will go on the defensive and I won’t get to the truth.

      I take a couple of deep breaths, push my key into the door and resist the temptation to stomp into the living room shouting, ‘What’s going on?’

      I close the door quietly, expecting to hear Nate call out that I’m home early. The house is silent, but he’s in. His car is on the drive, the house lights are on, and unlike me, Nate is not inclined to walk the streets of Manchester at night unless he has to.

      ‘Nate?’

      No answer.

      I push open the door of the living room. He’s there, sitting on one of our two sapphire-blue velvet sofas – the one with its back to the door. I see a glass of Scotch in one hand, and without turning round he raises the other arm limply, as if to acknowledge my presence, then takes a sip of his drink. I can see it’s not the first.

      I move to the other sofa and sit down heavily. He’s drunk, and this is going to make everything so much harder. It also means Yvonne was right. There must be something wrong, because he is usually controlled in his drinking.

      ‘Hello, darlin’,’ he says in a most un-Nate-like way. He struggles to get to his feet. ‘I’ll get you a drink.’

      ‘Sit down, Nate. If I want a drink I’ll get one, but I’m fine for now.’

      I look at his loose expression, his attempt at a smile, his sloppy movements, and I think of my mother, who always says there is nothing more depressing than the sight of a man in drink. Watching Nate, I understand what she means.

      Despite knowing it’s a conversation best left until the morning, I can’t keep quiet. I felt humiliated tonight, and I want to know why.

      Nate’s not speaking. He’s staring into space and taking regular sips of his Scotch.

      ‘What’s going on, Nate?’

      He tucks his chin in and frowns. ‘I’m having a drink. I didn’t expect you to be home for a while.’

      ‘I don’t mean the drink. I’ve just met a woman called Yvonne who works at Cavendish Hope in the HR department.’

      That gets his attention. He’s not looking at me, but his body stiffens. He’s not so far gone that he doesn’t understand what I’ve said.

      I walk towards him and remove the glass from his hand. He resists, but then takes one look at my face and gives in.

      ‘Shit,’ he mutters.

      ‘Yes, shit is about the sum of it. She clearly thought I should know something about you – something that’s going on at work. I had to pretend I did; that everything’s fine and dandy. But I didn’t have a bloody clue what she was talking about.’

      I’ve been keeping my voice on an even keel, but I hear it rise at the end of the sentence.

      Nate’s shoulders slump, as if it’s all too much. ‘I thought it would all blow over and you would never need to know. I’m still hoping it will, but…’

      ‘You hoped precisely what would blow over? Yvonne mentioned a woman called Gabriella. Who’s she, and what’s she got to do with it?’

      He pushes himself to his feet and strides over to the window to look out at the garden beyond, although there’s nothing to see. It’s pitch black outside. All trace of the languid Nate I had seen on my return has disappeared. My words have sobered him up and brought him back to earth with a thump.

      ‘You need to understand that not a word of it is true – okay? I don’t know why she’s said any of it, and I don’t know why anyone believes her, but I guess it’s protocol to take it seriously.’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, Nate – take what seriously?’

      He finally turns and looks at me. His cheeks are flushed, and he lifts a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger.

      There’s no point asking again, so I wait. I can hear my own short, rapid breaths and focus on my breathing to calm myself ahead of what I am certain will be bad news.

      ‘The woman – Gabriella Stafford, better known as Gabi – is new to the company. She’s young – early twenties – and seemed pleasant enough. Her desk is outside my office with the rest of the team, but I saw her crying one evening after everyone had left for the weekend – actually they’d all gone to the bar round the corner, and it seems they hadn’t invited her. We’d had a client lunch which had gone on all afternoon, so I was working late to catch up. I went out to talk to her, but the caterers were around, still clearing up, so I took her into my office and talked to her for a bit until she felt better. This was a week last Friday. Then on the following Monday – ten days ago – she accused me of sexual harassment.’

      I feel as if I’ve been punched in the chest. ‘What? Why did she say that? What did you do?’

      His head jerks up and he stares at me through narrowed eyes. ‘What the hell makes you think I did anything?’

      ‘Well, if you didn’t, on what grounds did she report you?’

      He shakes his head. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mallory.’

      I feel a flash of guilt, but my heart is racing.

      ‘What did she say you’d done? That’s really what I meant.’

      He puts his head on one side as if he doesn’t believe me. ‘She told them I’d been stalking her – turned up at her flat one night, suggested I could make her life a lot easier, clear a path through all the promotion hurdles in return for a few favours from her. Of the sexual kind, obviously. She said I’d excluded her from meetings and singled her out for menial tasks because she’d turned me down, and apparently I’d leaned on her from behind in the kitchen, put my hands on her hips and rubbed myself against her. Oh, and then when I lured her into my office she claims I asked her to go for a drink, and touched her inappropriately. Stroked her left breast, to be precise.’

      My stomach is churning, my chest is full of butterflies flapping their wings in agitation.

      ‘And did you?’

      He stands completely still. His face is wiped of expression, as if too many conflicting emotions are fighting for supremacy. We are both silent, trying to read each other.

      ‘No.’ The word is spoken quietly, as if he didn’t think he should have to say it.

      ‘So what did happen?’

      ‘I’ve already told you, Mallory. I’m just sorry you don’t believe me.’

      Is he telling the truth?

      I hate myself for thinking like this. Nate is my man and I love him. I thought I trusted him, but it’s such a fragile emotion, and I’ve trusted a man before. Look where that got me.

      None of it sounds like Nate’s style, but lurking at the back of my mind is the thought that I’d be a fool to blindly believe his version of events. What motive could the woman have to lie?

      I don’t know what to say to him, but I have to hold on to my belief in him.

      I walk over and rest my hand on his shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, darling. I didn’t mean to doubt you, but you should have told me. The fact that you didn’t…’

      ‘I know. I just felt so humiliated. I didn’t know how to tell you. I hoped it would all go away, but it was becoming more and more difficult to hide that I wasn’t going to work.’

      ‘You’ve been suspended?’

      He turns towards me, head lowered.

      ‘They had no choice.’

      I gently grasp his wrists to pull his hands from where he is rubbing his face. ‘Richard Altman’s always been a massive support. He’s the senior partner, so what’s he doing about this?’

      One side of Nate’s mouth curls. ‘Bugger all. He says he has to pass it to someone impartial, and the company has lawyered up.’

      ‘What do you mean? You are lawyers.’

      ‘Well spotted.’

      I ignore his sarcasm. ‘Why do you need other lawyers?’

      ‘Because if Cavendish Hope doesn’t handle this correctly – if they find in my favour and Gabi is sacked or asked to withdraw her allegations – she might take action separately. The company will be liable if we haven’t followed the right procedure.’

      ‘And what is the right procedure, if she’s lying?’

      He groans and pulls his hands away. ‘Of course she’s fucking lying, Mallory. Why don’t you believe me?’

      The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. ‘To be fair, you’ve hidden this from me for the last ten days, so forgive me if I’m struggling a little.’

      ‘I was scared. I’m still scared; terrified of seeing doubt in your eyes; that you’d believe her and not me. I thought I’d lose you. And as for my job, everything I’ve worked for could go up in smoke, so I was hoping she’d either retract her statement or they’d find a way to prove it’s all nonsense.’ He throws his arms up in the air. ‘I know women have suffered sexual harassment at work for years, and it’s got to stop. But I promise you, I did nothing – and I’m powerless to defend myself. She’ll ruin my life if I don’t stop her.’

      I want to say to him that women have been powerless to defend themselves since time began, but he knows that and it wouldn’t be helpful, so I reach out and gently tug him back towards the sofa. Whatever my doubts, I can’t bear to see the hurt in his eyes.

      ‘Just tell me everything,’ I say, keeping a tight hold of his hands.

      He does as I ask, and as I listen to what happened I feel my happy, secure future slide away from me. I can’t see how this can end well.
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      The silence in our house is bouncing off the walls. Nate is lost in confusion. His eyes are haunted and all I can think is Why? Why would a young woman accuse him of something so vile if it’s not true? I want to ask questions, but it’s hard to find words that don’t sound like either an accusation or a platitude, and Nate doesn’t want to talk. He has stopped pretending life is normal, and says he wants space to think, to try to understand what is happening in his life. Knowing him as I do, I resist the urge to fill the silence with meaningless chatter.

      We both know his future is on the line, and I can’t imagine how he must be feeling, but if I touch him, try to draw him into a hug, his body stiffens. I sense that if he relaxes he will fall apart. He has been conditioned by his father to believe outward displays of emotion are shameful, so he holds himself tightly together.

      He will almost certainly lose his job if the accusation is upheld. For some people, that might not be the end of the world, but it will be for Nate. He thrives on success; he loves the challenges of corporate law, of getting the best deal possible for his clients. His reputation will be sullied, and the opinions of others – especially his family – are important to him. Even if he is totally exonerated, he doesn’t believe anyone will ever look at him in the same way again.

      ‘There’ll always be an element of doubt, Mallory. No one will ever trust me – or at least, not fully.’

      As he says these words, he looks at me, his gaze unflinching, and I know what he is asking: Is there any element of doubt in your mind?

      I know what the answer should be, just as I know that if he sees so much as a sliver of confusion in my eyes, he will never forgive me.

      Gabi’s accusation has done far more damage than she could ever have imagined, and I wish I could meet her and ask her face to face if she really believes what she is saying. Has she misinterpreted something? Or is it pure malice? Whatever it is, it’s tearing Nate apart.

      I’m about to suggest an early night in the hope that Nate will relax enough in bed to let me hold him when his phone pings with an incoming text. He doesn’t pick it up immediately, and when I give him a puzzled glance, he looks nervous.

      ‘What’s up?’ I ask. ‘It’s only a text.’

      ‘It might be Richard. Maybe they’ve decided what to do.’

      ‘He’d phone you, Nate – not send you a text! Do you want me to look?’

      For a moment I think he’s going to say yes, but he gives a quick shake of his head and picks up his phone.

      I watch his face as he reads the screen. His brows come together and his mouth opens slightly.

      ‘What?’ I ask.

      ‘It’s Gabi. She says she wants to explain why she did what she did.’

      ‘How come she’s got your number?’

      I see his jaw clench. ‘Everyone on my team has my number. She’s not been given special treatment. She wants me to meet her tonight.’

      ‘Tonight? It’s already ten o’clock. What’s she thinking?’

      Nate reads the message again. ‘She doesn’t want to wait. Says she needs to get something off her chest. She can meet me at eleven thirty.’

      I don’t like the sound of this. ‘Where does she want to see you?’

      ‘In town.’

      Nate is staring at his phone, and I don’t know what to say. Is this a good idea, or a terrible one?

      ‘You can’t go, Nate. I understand you want answers, but if she was lying in the first place—’

      Nate’s head snaps up. ‘What do you mean, “if”?’

      I suddenly want to cry. Every sentence seems to come out wrong, and I don’t know how to give him what he needs while I’m battling with my own doubts.

      My emotional side is telling me this is the man I want to be with for the rest of my life. The thought of losing him makes my heart ache. The logical side is asking how many women have trusted their men only to find out later that they’ve been wrong. Isn’t it safer to retain a fragment of suspicion, a layer of scepticism that might absorb some of the aftershock if he’s found to be guilty?

      I shake my head, knowing tears won’t help. They will just seem self-indulgent while he’s the one struggling.

      ‘I’m sorry, Nate. I didn’t express that well. I was going to say that on the basis that she was lying before, how do you know this isn’t a trick? How do you know she won’t say you followed her into town? That it’s more evidence that you’re stalking her? Or that you tried to persuade her to drop the accusation?’

      ‘I don’t have the first clue what her game is, but I would do anything to get her to retract her accusation and make a public apology. If I don’t go, that might make things worse.’

      I understand why he wants answers, but this can’t be the right way.

      ‘You’ve been drinking. You can’t drive, and you’re not sober enough to have a sensible conversation. Don’t look at me like that! You can’t risk it. You might say something stupid, and for all you know, she might record you. You can hardly check if she’s wired, can you?’ I wait a beat. ‘I could go, though.’

      I’m not entirely sure where that came from. Nor am I sure it’s a good idea. I have a temper, and if this woman admits she has made up her accusation, I’m not sure what I might say. She has to be stopped, though.

      ‘Bad idea,’ Nate mutters.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because we don’t know what she’s thinking. If she wants to apologise, you turning up could be a red rag to a bull. Or she’ll think I’m not man enough to face her myself. You can’t go. Don’t even think about it.’

      ‘And neither can you. She may have organised a photographer to take a snap as you try to talk to her – if she’s capable of lying about you, she’s capable of anything. Don’t be an idiot, Nate. Please, darling, tell her you can’t come.’

      His phone pings again, and he stares at the screen. He says nothing, but after a couple of seconds lifts his head and looks at me. He holds my gaze for a moment then pushes the phone into the pocket of his jeans, stands up and walks towards the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’ I call after him. But he doesn’t answer.
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      Tom Douglas gazed out of his office window at the rain-soaked streets below and wished with all his heart that he was back on an island in the middle of the Adriatic Sea. Was it only yesterday that he was there? He usually enjoyed returning to work, but not this time, and the holiday already felt a distant memory. Maybe he should have waited until Monday to come back to the office, but if he’d sat around doing nothing today, it would have made the post-holiday anti-climax so much worse.

      He loved his job, but the previous two weeks had been magical. He had his partner, Louisa, to thank for that. She had booked the entire trip in cahoots with his teenage daughter, Lucy, and he hadn’t been allowed to know anything about it in advance.

      ‘Leave it to us, Tom. It’ll be a surprise.’

      He had done as he was told and asked no questions.

      Remembering their arrival at the stunning cliff-side villa with steps down to a private cove cut into the rock face, he had wondered why on earth she had booked something so big for the four of them – especially as their son Harry was only fifteen months old. It even had a private jetty, although neither he nor Louisa could sail and there was no boat moored there. Of course, he kept those thoughts to himself, especially as he could feel excitement fizzing in the air, as if something was about to happen.

      And it was.

      They had been there for just one day when a boat approached the cove. Tom was in the pool with Harry and paid little attention as Louisa headed down to the jetty. He assumed it was a passing boat perhaps stopping there by mistake. A few minutes later, he heard a voice.

      ‘Hello, little brother.’

      Grasping Harry’s slippery little body tightly to his chest, terrified of dropping him in his shock, Tom gazed up at the figure staring down at him, sunglasses hiding the piercing pale blue eyes he knew were watching him, and saw his brother’s mouth turn up in what could only be described as a triumphant smile.

      A grinning Louisa crouched down to take Harry from Tom, who leaped from the water to pull his brother into a tight hug.

      ‘Bloody hell, Tom – you’re soaking me,’ Jack said, laughing.

      ‘Jack!’ Tom held his brother away from him by the shoulders to look at him properly, and then glanced over his shoulder to see Emma and their children watching, chuckling at Jack’s dripping-wet shirt.

      ‘It’s Pete now, Tom. Remember?’

      ‘Sorry,’ Tom said. Remembering to call him Pete was vital to his brother’s safety, but in his head he would always be Jack.

      It took Tom a while to discover the story of how the holiday had been arranged. He and Jack had rarely seen each other or even communicated regularly in recent years because Jack was in danger from the organised crime group he’d been blackmailed into working with many years ago. When he faked his own death to escape their clutches, not even Tom had known he was alive. Jack had finally come out of hiding to save a life, but on discovering his duplicity, the OCG bosses had sworn to kill him. To this day, he had to lie low.

      Louisa explained how she hatched the holiday plan. ‘The thing is, Tom, Pete has always been worried that you might be watched or your phone hacked in case the two of you are in touch. But no one’s interested in me, so Clare and I have been plotting. Pete only found out what was happening yesterday.’

      Louisa was much better at remembering to call Jack and his wife Emma by their new names – Pete and Clare – because she had never known them as anything else.

      ‘These two,’ Jack said, waving his finger towards the women, ‘with help from Lucy, planned it perfectly. We left from different airports in the UK and flew into different airports here. Then we took a day or two to sail here – to make sure no one was following us.’

      The two-week holiday had been the best that Tom could remember. Everyone he loved was there with him.

      Now, back in his office, he leaned against the window and stared out at the rain, thinking of the beautiful sunlit views he’d grown accustomed to over the last couple of weeks. He took a deep breath. It was time to say hello to the team and get back to reality.

      

      ‘Hey – you’re back, boss!’ Becky Robinson called as Tom walked into the main office. She peered at his face and struggled to control a grin. ‘Wow, you’ve certainly seen some sun.’

      Tom ruefully touched his rather burned cheeks. He had been so intent on rubbing sun block into Harry’s soft skin and telling Lucy to be sensible that he had completely forgotten to take care himself.

      ‘It wasn’t that hot, but I think I underestimated the power of the sun. I’m hoping it settles into a warm and becoming tan.’

      He looked around at the faces turned towards him, smiling their welcome. Despite his sadness at saying goodbye to his family, it felt good to be here.

      ‘Catch up?’ he said, pointing to the table they used for impromptu meetings. ‘Where’s Keith?’

      Tom was referring to DI Keith Sims, whose desk gave nothing away as it was always immaculate, but his monitor was switched off.

      ‘He’s taken a couple of days for personal reasons,’ Becky answered. ‘He’s back Monday.’

      ‘Is he okay?’ Tom asked, and Becky shrugged. He knew what that meant. Keith would not have shared why he needed time off. He was intensely private, but was also full of occasional surprises.

      ‘Just you and Rob then, for now.’ He pulled out a chair.

      Becky signalled to DS Rob Cumba, who strode across to join them.

      ‘Good to have you back, boss.’

      He beamed at Tom, who was pleased to see that Rob’s natural ebullience hadn’t diminished in his absence.

      ‘What do I need to know?’ he asked.

      Becky pushed a sheet of paper towards him. ‘Everything’s in your files, but I prepared a list.’

      Tom studied the paper, asked a few questions, and Becky and Rob filled him in on their current cases.

      ‘There’s one case that isn’t on there yet. It’s been escalated to us this morning,’ Becky said. ‘A young woman – early twenties – is missing. She’s only been out of touch since Wednesday night, reported early yesterday morning, but she’s been upgraded to high risk. There are reasons for concern.’

      Tom gave her an enquiring look. ‘Like what?’

      ‘She went into town on Wednesday night. As far as we know, she went alone – at least, according to her sister Michaela. She said she was going to meet someone but didn’t say who, only that there was something she needed to sort out. She sounded nervous and promised to send her sister a text to confirm she’d got home safely, but she didn’t. She didn’t turn up for work the next day, and according to Michaela, who lives in Liverpool, they speak to each other every morning without fail. As of today, she’s missed two morning calls. Never happened before.’

      ‘Does she live on her own?’

      ‘No,’ Rob said. ‘She rents a room in a flat. Officers were dispatched to her home, and she hasn’t been back since Wednesday night. Her flatmate assumed she’d met someone and gone back to theirs.’

      ‘And is that a regular occurrence?’

      ‘Never happened before, but the flatmate said she’s a grown woman and doesn’t have to account for herself. Apparently they’re not particularly good friends.’

      Tom rested his elbows on the table. ‘What else have we done to try to find her?’

      ‘The company she works for has confirmed she didn’t come in yesterday, nor did she phone in. She’s not turned up today, and again, it’s the first time this has happened. Her phone is switched off, and has been since Wednesday night, according to the sister. She tries her every hour. We’ve sent a text, asking her to get in touch immediately if she receives it.’

      ‘There’s some CCTV footage of her heading towards the bar,’ Becky added. ‘The Blue Brick in the Northern Quarter. But there’s no sign of her returning along the same route. She travelled by tram, though, and they stop at midnight. Operators have scoured footage in the area in case she went home a different way, but there’s no sign of her. The bar only has cameras pointing at the serving area, and there’s nothing on there, so either she didn’t buy a drink, or someone bought one for her.’

      ‘Next steps?’ Tom asked.

      ‘I’m going to talk to her work colleagues,’ Rob said. ‘When they were initially asked if anyone knew where she might be, they were apparently a bit cagey, so we want to follow that up. It could be something and nothing. She’s likely got carried away with excitement over someone she’s met, but I don’t think we can ignore it. If something’s happened to her, it will have been on Wednesday night, and it’s now Friday.’

      ‘Do we have a name for this girl?’ Tom asked.

      ‘We do. Gabriella Stafford. Goes by the name of Gabi.’
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      I can’t get any work done. I am sitting in the gallery, looking at some of the most joyful pieces of abstract art we have ever exhibited, vibrant with colour and guaranteed to lift my spirits. Until today. Now I feel as if there’s a vacuum inside me waiting to be filled with the joy Nate and I usually find in each other.

      Since Wednesday night, we have skirted round the subject of Gabi’s texts. He finally showed me her second message after I leaped up from my chair and chased him into the hall, demanding to see his phone. I stopped him at the front door and managed to talk some sense into him. The text was another plea for him to meet her at a place called the Blue Brick bar, and I made him swear he wouldn’t go. It ended in a row – the worst we have ever had – and we stomped off to bed, both of us furious, frustrated and utterly desolate.

      Now our days follow a new pattern. Nate doesn’t have to pretend to leave for the office. Instead he chooses to stay in bed until I’ve gone. I tentatively offered to stay home, to keep him company, but he gave me a wry smile and told me he was used to being on his own all day – a reminder that he’s been doing just that for almost two weeks.

      He admitted that he’s been leaving each morning, driving to a coffee shop down the road and waiting for me to head out so he could sneak back into the house. I used to leave after him and was often back later so had thought nothing of the fact that he was always home when I got in.

      Nate is still waiting to hear from his boss, Richard, who is apparently out of the country. He feels in limbo and has no idea if anyone believes this young woman’s claims. For me, the overwhelming feeling is one of dismay. It’s a terrible thing to be accused of, and yet I am still angry with Nate for not telling me immediately. It’s as if he expected me to believe Gabi and not him, and a nasty little corner of my mind wonders if his fears were justified.

      Yesterday evening was, if anything, more painful than Wednesday night. I cooked Nate’s favourite Korean sticky chicken, but he struggled to eat more than a few mouthfuls and couldn’t stop apologising for his lack of appetite. I assured him it didn’t matter, but I don’t know how I can get him to eat. I’m scared he will make himself ill.

      He hasn’t heard from Gabi again, and he’s worried that he’s lost his opportunity to listen to what she has to say. He replied to her text on Wednesday night, explaining why he couldn’t be there, and he’s admitted to sending a couple of texts saying he would meet her on neutral territory, if she thought it would be useful. I don’t know if that was the right thing to do or not, but I can’t question his every decision.

      In the end, we spent the short hours before it seemed reasonable to escape to bed watching an inane drama on TV. All I wanted was for the day to be over, but despite an early night, I couldn’t sleep. My legs wouldn’t stay still. I felt hot and sticky, even though it was a cool night. My whole body seemed to be in a state of high alert as I ran through every scenario and potential outcome of Nate’s suspension in my mind.

      Now, as I stare at a huge canvas covered in bold reds, golds and yellows, I can’t stop myself thinking that the situation would be so much easier to deal with if I hadn’t known Nate when he was younger. If this was the only version of him I’d ever known, I’m sure I would be able to dismiss Gabriella’s account without question, and I despise myself for considering there could be even a grain of truth in it. But the sad thing is, I also knew the other Nate – the boy who was always looking for the next girl to fall for his charms. He is the first to admit that he treated girls shabbily when we were kids, but he swears he’s changed, and I’ve never had reason to doubt him. The man I met five years ago seemed so different from the boy I had last seen fifteen years previously, but what if I’ve been wrong?

      I rub my eyes. They feel heavy, sore from lack of sleep. Perhaps it would have been better to have slept in separate rooms, because the longer we lay awake last night, the more difficult it became to drop off. Nate lay next to me staring at the ceiling. I put my arms around him, but he didn’t respond and didn’t want to talk, so I turned on my side away from him, and my mind drifted – half in, half out of sleep.

      I feel at my most unguarded in those last moments before sleep comes – my true thoughts and fears exposed. Last night I found myself thinking about the last time I had seen Nate before we left for university fifteen years ago. It was early September, and we had met our friends for a farewell drink in the local pub – The Bear – before heading off to our different lives. Exams over, results in, our paths for the future mapped out, we wanted to say goodbye in style. Nate was leaving first as he was going to university in Edinburgh, and the term in Scotland started earlier, so he had decided on the venue for our last evening.

      I tried to shut from my mind everything that happened that night, but try as I might, I couldn’t silence the traitorous thought that maybe people don’t change so much after all.
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      15 years ago

      As the six of us tumbled out of the pub, laughing at one of Connor’s bad jokes, I felt a twinge of sadness. It was the end of an era, and although I was excited about the future, these had been my friends for as long as I could remember. I was going to miss them. We had been together since primary school, and I wasn’t blind to our differences: we’d had years of seeing both the good and bad in each other – and there was plenty of both – but we’d remained close despite the normal petty jealousies of the teenage years.

      What next, though? Would we still be in touch in a year’s time?

      ‘Let’s not call it a night yet!’ shouted Connor as the pub door banged closed behind us.

      We looked at each other, trying to decide whether to quit while we were ahead – particularly as Nate’s dad was driving him to Edinburgh first thing next morning – or to give in to Connor’s badgering.

      ‘You guys are such losers sometimes,’ he mumbled.

      No one did scorn better than Connor, whose thin lips had a tendency towards a sneer at the best of times. We generally ignored his jibes, but it seemed he wasn’t the only who wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye.

      ‘I’m with Connor on this – I don’t want to go home!’ Just as we understood Connor, we all got why Jodie wasn’t ready to quit the party. Her dad didn’t even know she existed because he was so wrapped up in his work, and her mum’s life was full of what Jodie called her ‘other interests’. Everyone, except Jodie, knew that one of her other interests was Connor’s dad.

      I looked at Akin. His gaze was sweeping each of us in turn, as if he was analysing us, trying to decide on the best option. He looked at me, and I shrugged. Frankly, I was torn.

      Nate sidled up to me. ‘If you’d rather go home, Mallory, I’m happy to walk with you – check you get back okay?’

      Over his shoulder I could see Jodie watching, so I smiled and shook my head.

      I read the disappointment in his eyes and felt a pang of regret. But it would have been a mistake.

      ‘If you all want to go somewhere, I can drive,’ Akin said finally. Akin didn’t drink, and he had his dad’s Discovery that night, so with one of us crammed into the luggage space at the back, we could go somewhere, although God knew where.

      ‘Does anyone want to know what I think?’ Taya said.

      ‘Not especially,’ said Connor, and I nudged him hard with my elbow. We all knew that he took the piss out of others because he thought everyone secretly took the piss out of him. We didn’t. But plenty of other kids at school did.

      ‘Nate,’ I said finally. ‘This should be your decision. You’re the one with the early start.’

      He looked at me with an expression I’d seen many times before. He had given up asking me out because I’d told him repeatedly that we were friends – that was all – making the excuse that if we ever became more than that it would destroy our friendship and maybe split the group in two. He couldn’t argue with my logic because it was exactly the excuse he had given to Jodie after he shagged her for a few weeks, then decided he’d had enough. I could see her looking at him, and she clearly wasn’t entirely over it.

      Nate’s appeal wasn’t only his looks. He was generous with his money and had been brought up with unusually old-fashioned manners too. It was just a pity he hadn’t been raised to consider the feelings of others, and I had sometimes wanted to give him a good slap for his careless disregard for people’s sensitivities, especially girls. Despite that, he’d always been a good friend to me.

      I could tell he was undecided whether to call it a night or not. Nate didn’t like pissing his dad off. He was not an easy man, and I sometimes wondered if it was the fact that Nate could never quite live up to his father’s expectations that made him so keen to impress everyone with his ability to get any girl he wanted. Well, any girl but me.

      As if to back that thought up, we turned at the banging of the pub door. A slim girl ran out, her dark hair falling in a heavy fringe that almost covered her eyes. I recognised her as the barmaid.

      ‘Nate!’ she called as she rushed across to where we were standing in the car park.

      Nate had his back to her, but I saw his eyes open wide and I could sense his dismay. We all turned to stare as she scurried across the gravel.

      ‘Are you leaving? You didn’t say goodbye,’ she said, slightly breathless either from the short run or from anxiety at the thought of losing Nate.

      The fact that she had an audience didn’t seem to worry her, and she grasped hold of Nate’s arm as she reached us.

      ‘Sorry, Erin,’ he said. ‘I’m off in the morning. I’m just saying goodbye to my friends.’

      ‘Are you going home? You can come back to mine if you like. Or I can walk back with you. My shift’s finished now.’

      She gave him a wide if slightly shaky smile, and we all knew what she was suggesting.

      ‘And there’s something I want to tell you,’ she added.

      I threw a quick glance at Akin, wondering if he knew what had been going on between these two, and it was his turn to shrug, although it was clear Nate had been coming to the pub rather more often than he’d told us.

      Nate gave a dramatic sigh. ‘I was going to pop back in to see you, but we’re all off somewhere for a final farewell party. But hey, I’ll be back for Christmas, so we can catch up then.’

      Erin’s face crumpled. ‘Can I have a word?’

      She grabbed Nate’s arm and dragged him to one side. The rest of us huddled together, not wanting to listen, but no longer knowing whether we were going somewhere or not. And we couldn’t help catching some of Erin’s words, including ‘move to Edinburgh’.

      ‘Christ,’ Connor mumbled. ‘He’s really done it this time.’

      We didn’t hear what Nate said, but finally he turned back to us.

      ‘Erin was asking if she could join us tonight,’ he said with a sheepish smile. ‘But I guess it’s a squeeze for us all to get into Akin’s car as it is, and an extra one would be pushing it. Don’t you think?’

      Akin nodded a little too enthusiastically. ‘Yes! My dad will go mad at the thought of six of us, let alone seven. Sorry!’

      ‘Where are you off to?’ Erin asked, looking at Akin, who hadn’t a clue because we hadn’t discussed that part of the plan.

      ‘Oh – up in the hills, where we used to go as kids. It’s a place that holds special memories for us all, so a kind of last hurrah, if you like.’

      I saw Connor’s eyes open wide at Akin’s old-fashioned turn of phrase, and I heard him mutter ‘Jesus!’

      I turned to Taya with a grin. Akin was priceless in so many ways.

      He herded us all towards his dad’s car. ‘Taya, you’re the smallest, so you’re in the boot.’

      I glanced towards Taya to see if she would object. She was also the quietest of us, but she carried herself with immense dignity, and despite having been singled out for bullying throughout our school years, she had an extraordinary level of self-belief. She was heading to Switzerland to train to be a chef, and I could imagine her controlling a kitchen without so much as raising her voice.

      She stood for a moment as if considering if this was a reasonable request, but in the end she didn’t argue and hopped in while the rest of us piled onto the back seat, leaving the front passenger seat for Nate – when he could extricate himself from Erin.

      The door was open, and we heard him say, ‘If it’s not too late, I’ll call in before I go home. Otherwise I’ll text you.’

      He practically ran to the car, having given her a quick hug, and jumped into the front seat.

      ‘Drive,’ he whispered to Akin.

      ‘Don’t be so bloody dramatic,’ I muttered. ‘Poor girl. You can be a complete twat sometimes.’

      Nate spun round to face me. ‘Look, Mallory, I never meant her to think it was anything other than a brief thing. I went to the pub a couple of times with Vic – and she came on to me. Okay?’

      Vic was his cousin and a bad influence. Even I could see that Nate was attractive, with a generous mouth and a smile that lit up his whole face. When we were in the sixth form, younger girls used to wait for him to walk along the corridor and giggle if he so much as glanced at them.

      ‘You’d better have more sense than to go near any of them,’ I’d told him more than once.

      ‘I’m not a total bloody idiot,’ he muttered, and I believed him.

      Erin wasn’t a kid, though. I could see she was a year or two older than us, so it was difficult to blame Nate if she had made the first move.

      ‘Are we really going to the lost garden?’ Taya shouted from the boot.

      ‘Why not?’ Connor replied. ‘But we haven’t got any booze, and thanks to Nate we can hardly go back into the pub to buy some.’

      ‘We have got some, actually,’ Akin responded. ‘I picked up my mum’s wine order on the way here. It’s in the back with Taya.’

      We all knew that Akin’s decision not to drink wasn’t based on his religion, even though possibly it should have been. It was because his mother drank. A lot. So he and his father were both teetotal. This was supposed to encourage her to give up, but from the sound of the clinking bottles, it wasn’t exactly going to plan.

      ‘Won’t she miss them?’ I asked.

      ‘I’ll replace them in the morning. She wasn’t expecting them tonight, so it’s fine.’

      I knew we’d have a whip-round – whatever else my friends were, they weren’t mean, and no one would expect Akin to foot the bill.

      It wasn’t a long drive to the lost garden – not its official name, but the one we had always used. We didn’t live far away, and all of us had biked up there many times in the past. We had started coming when we were quite young – too young to come on our own – so Jodie’s mum and Connor’s dad used to bring us. From what Akin told us, it seemed once we’d stopped needing them to transport us they kept coming anyway. Just the two of them.

      Akin pulled onto the side of the road, and we grabbed some bottles from the stash. We knew where we were going. There was a gorgeous little clearing in the overgrown woodlands, and no one would be around at this time of night. Akin grabbed a torch from the glove compartment – always prepared, that boy – and locked the car.

      We had already set off towards the path, our way lit by a bright moon, when we heard another car crunch over the stony ground. A battered old thing with one door a different colour to the rest pulled up behind Akin’s Discovery. We all stopped and stared.

      ‘Fuck,’ Nate muttered.

      ‘Hi!’ No one responded as Erin stepped out of the car and walked towards us, trying her best to smile. ‘I was getting in my car when you drove off.’ She looked at Nate. ‘I know you wanted me to come, so I followed you! And I brought this.’ She lifted her arm. She was holding a bottle of vodka. ‘Okay if I join you?’

      Nate looked totally lost, and I felt for the girl. I glanced at Taya, but it was hard to tell what she was thinking.

      ‘Course it is,’ I said. ‘Come on. We’re going this way.’

      Nate had a resigned look on his face, but Jodie looked livid and I wondered if she’d hoped to persuade Nate to indulge in a ‘last hurrah’, as Akin had called it. With Erin there, she was out of luck.

      Connor was muttering under his breath, and I heard Akin tell him to give it a rest. ‘It is what it is,’ he said.

      ‘You’re full of the fucking clichés tonight, aren’t you?’

      Akin laughed and after a moment, Connor joined in and draped an arm across his friend’s shoulders as we all trailed off into the woods.

      

      ‘Mallory, wake up, darling.’

      I heard the voice as if it was coming from miles away and felt a hand stroking my arm.

      ‘You were having a bad dream,’ Nate said as I shook myself fully awake.

      ‘Did I shout?’

      ‘You just moaned. God, I am so sorry, Mall. I know all this nonsense with Gabi has upset you. It’s my fault you’re having nightmares.’

      I turned towards him. ‘No, it’s not. Go back to sleep.’

      I heard a deep sigh. ‘Not much chance of that, but I’ll try not to disturb you,’ he said, wrapping his arm around me.

      I felt myself tense, and so did he.

      ‘Mall? Please tell me you don’t believe any of this?’

      ‘Of course not,’ I mumbled. ‘Sorry – it’s just the dream.’

      I rested my hand on his hip and tried to focus on the new him, because memories of the old him weren’t helping. The damage was done though, and he rolled away, turning his back on me, pulling his knees towards his chest. Slithering across the bed, I pressed my body against his. He took a shuddering breath and I realised he was crying, something he had been conditioned to believe was the ultimate sign of weakness.

      I tightened my hold on him. ‘I love you,’ I whispered.

      He grabbed my hand and pulled it close to his chest. No more words were necessary.

      The warmth of our bodies clinging together offered some comfort, and I held him until his grip on my hand relaxed. Finally he slipped into a restless sleep, but I stayed wide awake. With all my heart I wanted to trust him unconditionally, but the thought of him kissing me goodbye as he left the house each morning to hide in a coffee shop until I had left for work haunted me. He had lied, intentionally and repeatedly, every single one of those ten days. And I’d had no idea.

      Which was the real Nate? The one I had known growing up, or the man I thought I knew now?

      As I lay there, I felt the remnants of my dream tugging me back to a time I had almost forgotten, to a night when years of friendship had fallen apart. The lost garden had been our safe space from a young age, a place of escape for a group of children who never felt entirely at ease: Connor, with legs like twigs and a long lugubrious face, chin permanently lifted in defiance; Jodie, who only wanted someone in her family to acknowledge her existence; tiny Taya, with black silky hair to her waist, who held herself tall and kept all thoughts and feelings locked inside; Akin, whose ethnicity put a target on his back when we were kids. Even Nate, the boy with good looks who excelled in every way, had his own cross to bear. He joked that if his father had written the family equivalent of a school report on him, it would have consisted of just four words: ‘Never fails to disappoint.’ We laughed, but we felt his pain. And I was the girl who wanted to be beautiful but was certain she would never quite make it.

      For some, the garden was a sanctuary when they couldn’t cope with how the world saw them. For others it was a place where they could escape from how they saw themselves.
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      We usually love Saturdays – a lazy breakfast, shopping or a drive to a local beauty spot and a walk, then home before setting out for an evening with friends, or sometimes just the two of us. But there’s nothing usual about today.

      I’ve known about the allegations against Nate for more than two days, and my thoughts are no clearer. Thursday night’s dream still haunts me, the memories vivid: the barmaid, Erin, clearly besotted with Nate, her hesitant smile, the longing in her eyes; Nate’s response – wary, realising she expected more than he was prepared to give.

      Had Gabriella wanted Nate? Had she pursued him as Erin had? Had he rejected her? Was her accusation punishment for his indifference? Were Nate’s tears a sign of anguish, or regret for a terrible mistake?

      I find myself watching him with a hollow feeling in my stomach. Trust is hard won, yet it can be destroyed in seconds, and I’m trying desperately to keep faith in him. It’s hard to imagine he would have jeopardised his career and our relationship in such an irresponsible way, but he wouldn’t be the first.

      I wander into the kitchen, switch the coffee machine on and reach for a mug.

      ‘Shit!’ I yell as the mug drops to the floor and shatters on the stone tiles. My fingers are shaking, and as I crouch down to pick up the pieces, a sob bursts from somewhere deep inside me. I lower myself to the floor, my back sliding down the door of one of the units. I thought I had my life sorted. I was where I wanted to be – a great job, a lovely home and a clever, attractive man whom I love. Everything suddenly seems precarious, with so much to lose.

      I stay huddled in my corner for five minutes, hoping Nate doesn’t come in and find me there.

      ‘Get a grip, Mallory,’ I mutter, finally pushing myself back to my feet. I take a new mug from the cupboard and make a much-needed cup of coffee.

      I’m not sure what to do with myself. I’d been planning to go to the supermarket, but Nate – usually an early riser – is still in bed, preferring to ignore the world. I’ve placed an online order instead, not for the convenience but because I don’t want to bump into anyone who might know about Nate’s problems – our problems. I can’t bear the thought of being the object of anyone’s pity.

      As I’m about to make my second coffee of the morning, Nate appears in the kitchen. His skin looks grey, his eyes dull, and I wonder what I can say or do to relieve the tension. But before I have time to speak the doorbell rings.

      I make my way into the hall and answer the door to a woman with shoulder-length auburn hair and a man with a shaved head.

      ‘Oh!’ I say, surprised. ‘I thought you were the grocery delivery.’

      ‘Afraid not,’ the woman says. ‘DI Robinson and DS Cumba. We’re here to speak to Nathan Brennan. Is he in, please?’

      I swallow. Why do they want to talk to Nate? Surely an accusation of sexual harassment doesn’t warrant a visit from the police? A sickening feeling washes over me.

      ‘Can I ask you what it’s regarding?’ I can hear the tremor in my voice, and I hate myself for it.

      ‘Sorry, we’re not able to say,’ DI Robinson says. ‘And you are…?’

      ‘Mallory Hansen. I’m Nate’s partner. Come in. I’ll tell him you’re here.’

      I leave them standing in the hall. Nate needs a bit of warning, and I want to see his face when I tell him they are here. He doesn’t even glance at me when I enter the kitchen.

      ‘Two detectives are here to see you,’ I say, keeping my voice low.

      His head jerks up. ‘What? Did they say what they want to talk to me about?’

      ‘They won’t tell me. Nate, is there anything else I need to know? I need you to tell me.’

      He stares at me, his brows knitted together. His lips part as if he’s about to speak, but he looks away and shakes his head. I’m not sure how to interpret this. Is he avoiding answering, or is he merely appalled at the question?

      ‘You can hate me for asking, but please don’t be surprised if I’m wondering if I’ve heard the whole story. Whatever that is, there’s no time now, because I need to show them in.’

      ‘Of course.’ More than anything, I think he looks sad, and the worry lines between his eyes have grown deeper.

      I go back into the hall and usher the detectives into the living room as Nate comes through from the kitchen.

      ‘Do you want me to stay or go?’ I ask Nate. I honestly don’t know which I would prefer.

      ‘Stay,’ he says, offering the detectives one sofa and taking a seat on the other. He pats the space beside him, and I reluctantly join him.

      DI Robinson sits, but the sergeant stands behind the sofa, which I find vaguely disconcerting.

      ‘Mr Brennan, I understand you know a young woman called Gabriella Stafford,’ the inspector says.

      I was right. It’s about Gabi, and I feel my body tense.

      Nate swallows hard. ‘I do, yes. She works at Cavendish Hope, where I also work.’

      ‘Can you tell me when you last saw her, please?’

      ‘The last day I was in the office. Nearly two weeks ago now, Monday morning. If you’re here, I’m sure you know I’ve been suspended because of her allegations, but that’s hardly a police matter, is it?’

      ‘No, sir. At least, not at this stage. But according to her sister, Miss Stafford has been missing since Wednesday night, and we’re interested in talking to anyone who may have any knowledge of her whereabouts.’

      I feel frozen to the spot and I can’t look at Nate, but I have to say something – defend him.

      ‘Why on earth would he know where she is? She’s made this trumped-up charge against him, so perhaps she’s too ashamed to show her face.’

      The detective inspector looks at me, and I can see sympathy in her eyes. She clearly understands how it might feel to have a partner accused of harassment – whether true or not.

      ‘Mr Brennan, are you prepared to tell us what happened between you and Miss Stafford? It might help us understand her state of mind.’

      Nate bites his bottom lip. ‘I can tell you my side of the story, but I’m fairly confident it won’t match hers.’

      The detective says nothing and waits for Nate to speak. He looks at me, then repeats what he told me the other night about finding her crying.

      ‘And when you found her like this, what did you do?’

      ‘I invited her into my office for privacy. Some of the catering staff were around and I thought she might be embarrassed. I sat her down – on the other side of the desk from me – and asked her to tell me what she was so upset about. She told me she didn’t seem to be doing too well, and that the others in the office were mean to her. I walked around my desk to give her a tissue and then leaned back against it on her side – but quite a distance away. I didn’t touch her.’

      ‘Had you seen any evidence of the meanness she talked about?’ DS Cumba asks.

      We both lift our eyes to him, and I wonder if him standing is a ploy to unnerve us. If so, it’s working.

      ‘No. None at all. My team are usually a friendly bunch, and I’ve not noticed anything. I can see them through the glass walls in my office, and I honestly didn’t know what she was talking about. But then maybe the unpleasantness was subtle –social-media bullying, perhaps.’

      The inspector nods. ‘What happened next?’

      ‘I told her I’d have a word with them, look out for her, help her fit in. There was no suggestion of a quid pro quo – I just want a happy team.’

      ‘Okay. But we’ve heard from her colleagues that you invited her to go for a drink. Is that true?’

      Nate raises both hands to grasp his head in what appears to be genuine frustration. ‘I didn’t – or rather I did, but not just her and me. She was upset because the others hadn’t asked her to join them at the bar round the corner. They go there a lot after work, because, as I’ve said, they’re generally very sociable and I’ve never heard of anyone being ostracised. It seemed odd because I know she’s been with them several times, so I said, “Why don’t you and I go to the bar together – right now. I bet you’ll find it was a mistake, and they thought you knew they were going.” So yes – I suggested a drink. But not only with me.’

      ‘And did you go?’

      ‘No. My suggestion seemed to make her cry even more, so I said she should go home. I didn’t offer to take her, in case you’re wondering. But I did offer to call her a cab on the company’s tab. She said she couldn’t do that, and then she left.’

      I’m watching the faces of the detectives, particularly the woman’s because I guess she may be predisposed to believe Gabriella’s version. But her face remains impassive.

      ‘Is this the only interaction that she’s alleging happened between the two of you?’

      ‘Apparently not. She says I’ve been stalking her, but I don’t even know her address.’

      The inspector wrinkles her nose. ‘It would be easy for you to find out from company records, I imagine.’

      Nate lifts his hands, palms upwards. ‘As I say, I can’t disprove any of this – particularly a moment she swears happened in the kitchen but never did.’

      He recounts her allegations in full, and I can no longer look at the detectives. If I’m finding this difficult, it must be excruciating for Nate.

      ‘What I’m struggling to understand, Mr Brennan, is why – based on these claims – is she only accusing you of harassment?’

      ‘What?’ I say, my voice rising. ‘Isn’t that bad enough?’

      Nate reaches for my hand. ‘DI Robinson means that if I touched Gabi inappropriately without her consent it’s sexual assault. I could go to prison.’

      I stare at him. Why didn’t he tell me this?

      He turns back to the detective. ‘I presume she hasn’t made that accusation because there were no witnesses. She would find it impossible to prove.’

      I glance towards the detective inspector. She is watching Nate carefully.

      ‘And have you either seen her, or heard from her, since she reported your alleged actions to HR?’

      I can’t move. I can’t look at Nate, and I don’t know what he’s going to say. I don’t know what I want him to say.

      ‘I haven’t been in the office, and I’ve barely left the house, so how could I have seen her?’

      He’s evading the question, thinks he’s being smart. But I look at the inspector, and she hasn’t missed a thing.

      ‘If you hear from her at all, could you let us know, please? And in the meantime, can I ask where you were on Wednesday evening – particularly after ten thirty p.m.?’

      Nate lets out a long, slow breath and smiles. ‘That’s easy. Mallory went to her book club but came home early to surprise me, given that I was having a bad time of things.’ He turns and gives me a warm smile.

      Oh, you’re good, Nate. Very good.

      ‘We were both here, weren’t we, Mallory? And we had an early night.’

      He is still staring at me, and it’s clear he wants the officers to believe we took to our bed to indulge in some comforting sex. I give a rather pathetic smile and lower my head.

      Who are we fooling? I wonder. Each other or the police, because what Nate has failed to mention is that we slept in separate rooms on Wednesday night, barely speaking to each other, and neither of us saw the other from around 10.30 that night until 7 a.m. on Thursday morning.
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      Tom was at his desk, listening to the rain pounding on the window, his holiday nothing more than a distant dream, when he heard footsteps. He looked up with a sigh of relief as Becky and Rob appeared in the open doorway.

      ‘You almost look pleased to see us, boss,’ said Becky with a grin. ‘The paperwork getting to you already?’

      Tom pulled a face. The part of his job that he loved was solving crimes, catching criminals, making them pay for their actions. Sadly, there was more to it, and his job wasn’t over the minute the culprit was charged. That was only the start of things – the point at which the work of collecting and collating sufficient evidence for the CPS to bring the perpetrator to justice began. Tom was drowning in it.

      ‘Glad for a moment of respite. How are you getting on with the missing woman, Gabriella Stafford?’

      ‘Late yesterday afternoon we visited the offices of Cavendish Hope, the law firm where Gabi works. We spoke to a woman called Yvonne Brocklehurst in HR, and she told us Gabi recently made a complaint against a Nathan Brennan – her boss – for sexual harassment, so we’ve been to see him this morning.’

      ‘And what did you make of Mr Brennan?’

      Becky glanced at Rob. ‘We’ve talked about this on the way back, and it’s tricky. Brennan seems genuinely confused by the whole sexual harassment claim, but in view of the nature of her allegations, I’m surprised Gabi didn’t go for sexual assault. She claimed he touched her without her consent on at least two occasions, although there were no witnesses.’

      ‘And you think her disappearance may have something to do with this? He might have harmed her in some way?’

      ‘It seems a bit extreme, but he’s our only lead right now. It depends if she’s telling the truth,’ Rob said.

      ‘I’m not sure that matters one way or the other. He would still have a motive to silence the girl, particularly if he thinks she might ramp it up and go for assault,’ Tom said.

      Rob gave him a bemused stare.

      ‘It’s a typical “he said, she said” scenario, Rob. The company can’t uphold her claims without an investigation, but even the suspicion of harassment has undoubtedly done a huge amount of damage to his reputation, regardless of whether her allegations are true.’

      Becky nodded. ‘You’re thinking Brennan may have met up with Gabriella on Wednesday night to persuade her to withdraw the accusation, genuine or not?’

      ‘It’s possible. And who knows how that might have ended? It’s not our job to investigate the harassment claim, though, unless we believe it impacts on the young woman’s disappearance. How did he respond to your questions?’

      ‘Both Brennan and his partner are adamant they were at home on Wednesday night,’ Rob said. ‘But there was something odd about it. He neatly evaded a question about whether he’d had any contact with Gabriella, and there was a strange vibe between the two of them.’

      ‘What did you make of his partner?’ Tom asked.

      ‘Stunning,’ Rob responded instantly.

      ‘Helpful,’ said Tom with a dry laugh.

      ‘Sorry, but it was early in the day, yet she was immaculate. Not pretty in any traditional sense, but there was an air of perfection about her.’

      Becky snorted. ‘A bit vain, I thought. There’s a small window in the front door, and even though she apparently thought we were delivering her groceries, I saw her stop to put lipstick on before she opened the door.’

      Tom chuckled at the look of bemusement on Becky’s face. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen her wear lipstick, and she’d told him more than once that make-up was too much of a faff.

      ‘Did you get any sense of whether or not she believed Brennan?’

      Becky looked at Rob. ‘What do you think? You were watching her while I was focusing on him.’

      ‘She spent a lot of time looking down at her hands. Despite the make-up, she looked tired, and while she gave no indication that she didn’t believe him, when we mentioned Wednesday night, she stiffened. But they backed up each other’s claim that they were home together, so there was only so far we could push it.’

      Tom leaned back in his chair. ‘Okay. Next steps?’

      Becky nodded to Rob, indicating he should lead the way.

      ‘Mrs Brocklehurst in HR said we should speak to the firm’s boss, Richard Altman. He was flying back from a meeting in Singapore yesterday so was out of touch until this morning, but when I spoke to him, he said that he was astounded that Gabriella had made such an accusation and found it very hard to believe of Brennan. When we were at Gabi’s office yesterday afternoon, I also spoke to the team who work with her.’

      ‘Are any of her workmates good friends?’ Tom asked.

      ‘I didn’t get that impression. One of them said she had found Gabriella crying in the Ladies and asked what was the matter. She was told to “mind her own business” so she didn’t bother again. And this was before the alleged harassment, so the tears were nothing to do with Brennan.’

      ‘We asked the others in the team about him,’ Becky added. ‘How they got on with him; was he a good boss? They all said he was fine without going into raptures. He’s fair, although sometimes he expects more than they’re prepared to give – in work terms, they assured me. One of them definitely had a crush on him. Said it was a pleasure to work for him and went a bit dreamy-eyed, saying it helps that he looks like Tom Hardy.’

      Tom rifled through his brain, trying to think what Tom Hardy looked like, but gave up. ‘Does he?’

      ‘A bit, although he probably wasn’t looking his best this morning because he was certainly stressed. His team didn’t seem to know for certain why he’d been suspended, although Gabriella told them that he’d invited her for a drink, which they thought was strange. There hasn’t been an announcement, but I’m sure they’ve got a good idea why he’s not at work.’

      Rob shuffled in his seat, obviously keen to get back to it.

      ‘Gabi’s been missing for three nights now, boss,’ he said, ‘so we have cause to search her flat. Her phone records have already been accessed, but we’ll check them again. Her mobile’s being monitored, and we’ll be alerted if it’s switched back on. Her profile photo on Instagram is a bit small, so her sister’s sent a picture that she says is a good likeness, and we’re circulating that to taxi drivers who were out and about on Wednesday night. And we’re going to visit the Blue Brick bar.’

      ‘Which of you spoke to the sister?’

      ‘I did,’ Becky said. ‘She said she was surprised that Gabi had gone to a bar. Apparently she used to be something of a party animal but has been trying to clean up her act. I asked her to be more specific, but she just waffled a bit about the people Gabi used to work with in her previous job – how she’d got the impression they were a bit wild. When Michaela last spoke to her, Gabi told her there was something she had to do, someone she had to see, but she wouldn’t say any more than that. Michaela’s been worried about her sister ever since she came to Manchester – felt there was something going on in her life long before she went to work at Nathan Brennan’s firm, but Gabi would never tell her what it was.’

      ‘Speak to her again. Get her to be more specific. Let’s get Gabi’s bank records too. If something was bothering her it could be a relationship, or it could be financial. Equally, it could be to do with her health, but we’ve got no justification for requesting her medical records at the moment.’

      ‘We’ll trace anyone she’s spoken to or texted, and we’ll let you know if anything comes up on social media.’

      Tom nodded. It was clear they had it all in hand, and he wasn’t needed. Which was a shame, because now he had no excuse to neglect his paperwork.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Today’s the day, and it’s perfect. Thank you, God, for sending so much rain. It’s bouncing off the tarmac, so she’ll be rushing, not checking around her, thinking only of getting into the dry.

      The car is in position, ready, waiting. No one will think of looking there. They’ll all be fooled, searching in the wrong place until it’s too late.

      Any minute now she’ll drive into the car park and pull in as close as she can to the trolleys. She’s a creature of habit. Let’s hope there are no parking spots too close.

      Across the aisle is a shelter – a place to stand and watch, as if I’m keeping out of the rain until my lift arrives. It’s a waiting game, but that’s okay. It will be worth it.

      A flashy, pretentious car turns into the aisle, and here she is – predictable as I thought. There’s an empty parking bay close to the trolleys. If she takes that, it’s over. I hold my breath. I have to do this today. I can’t wait any longer.

      As she drives up the aisle, another car sneaks into the vacant space and she has to park further away. I breathe out as she reverses into the spot. That’s much better. Perfect, in fact.

      Not long to wait now.

      Come to me, baby girl.
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      Taya usually liked the rain, but not today. With her husband away, she’d had to bring eighteen-month-old Hana with her to the supermarket, and the poor child was suffering with a bad cold.

      ‘I’m sorry, sweetie,’ she said as she jogged towards the store, Hana wailing in distress as she jiggled around in the trolley seat. Taya would normally have encouraged her daughter to appreciate the feel of the rain on her skin, but today wasn’t the day for that. She needed to keep her dry.

      Once inside the supermarket, she wiped Hana’s face with a tissue and looked at her forlorn expression. Usually such a smiley child, today her mouth was turned down, ready for another howl, and her soft skin was blotchy.

      ‘Let’s choose some lovely tomatoes,’ she whispered into Hana’s ear, giving her a kiss on her cheek.

      Taya considered learning about food to be part of her child’s education. She wanted Hana to understand the difference between sweet juicy tomatoes and those with thick pale flesh and little taste, and already Hana seemed able to select the best from the bewildering range of options. Not today, though, and Taya decided she should make her purchases quickly so she could get Hana home and cuddled up on the sofa.

      She could have ordered all her food to be delivered, but as a chef she preferred to look at the produce and choose only the best. Meat and fish were shipped to her from around the country, but she liked to assess the freshness of fruit and vegetables for herself. Tonight she was catering a dinner party for a TV personality, and everything had to be perfect. She didn’t do failure.

      Unfortunately, having previously said no cheese course was required, the host had changed his mind, so ignoring the fridges of pre-packed cheese – many of which looked as if they had the texture and probably the taste of soap – she headed to the cheese counter.

      ‘Would your little girl like to try a piece?’ the friendly assistant asked, cutting a sliver of crumbly Lancashire.

      Taya gave Hana an encouraging smile, but she stuck out her bottom lip and turned her head away.

      ‘Sorry, she’s not very well. I’d better make this quick.’

      Racing up and down the rest of the aisles, chattering to Hana in an attempt to keep her amused, Taya finally made it to the checkout. While she waited in the queue, she lifted Hana from the trolley and gave her a hug.

      ‘You’ve been such a good little girl, sweetheart. When we get home we’ll have some treats, shall we – maybe watch a cartoon?’

      Taya’s heart nearly exploded with love for her child, normally so good-natured but clearly feeling miserable. She gave her a soft kiss and put her back in the trolley while she unloaded her shopping at the till.

      Finally, she was finished.

      ‘Home now, sweetie. It won’t be long.’

      Taya groaned as she looked through the glass doors to the car park beyond. Rain was bouncing off the tarmac, and gusts of wind were sending paper bags and other detritus scudding along the ground. She would have loved to push the trolley into the café and take cover until the weather improved, but she didn’t have time. There was too much to do before tonight, so she drew her daughter’s jacket tightly round her and pulled up the hood. Hana immediately pushed it back again, her face red with temper.

      ‘No, Hana. You need to leave your hood up until we get in the car.’

      She pulled it up again and drew the cord tightly to hold it in place. Hana was not impressed, but the child was going to get soaked and Taya couldn’t hold an umbrella up in this wind.

      ‘Okay, baby, we’re going to make a run for it,’ she whispered. ‘Hang on tight.’

      If she had hoped Hana would think this was fun, she was destined for disappointment as her daughter let out a wail.

      Head down, Taya ran as fast as she could towards her car, clicking to unlock it from a distance. Wrenching open the back door, she flung her keys and bag over the headrest onto the passenger seat, lifted Hana from the trolley, and thrust her into her baby seat. Hana let out another wail, and Taya felt a stab of guilt for her abrupt movements, but at least her child was out of the rain.

      ‘You’re okay now, baby. As soon as we’re on our way, I’ll get the heater going. I won’t be a minute.’

      She shut the door to keep Hana dry and turned to her trolley, which was trying to escape. She caught it just in time and dragged it round to the boot of her Jeep to unload the shopping. The rain was trickling down the back of her neck, but every time she pulled her hood up, the wind blew it back down, and she gave up trying.

      ‘Bugger,’ she muttered as a couple of oranges broke free from their wet paper bag, fell to the ground and rolled away. She would have loved to leave them, but her orange panna cotta would be nothing without them.

      Slamming the boot of the Jeep closed, she headed for the trolley park twenty metres away, bending to pick up the fruit as she ran. Taya had just returned the trolley and retrieved her pound coin when a voice behind her shouted above the clatter of rain on the plastic roof of the shelter: ‘Excuse me, can I have your pound coin for two fifty-pence pieces, please?’

      An elderly man, face covered with a wet woollen scarf and flat tweed cap pulled low on his head, held out a shaky gloved hand with two coins in it.

      ‘Of course,’ she said.

      ‘Oops,’ he said as his quivering fingers dropped one of the coins.

      He bent slowly to retrieve it, but Taya reached out.

      ‘Just have the pound. It’s fine,’ she said.

      ‘No, I can’t do that! I insist,’ he answered, trying again to pick it up.

      But Taya didn’t want to wait. She pushed the pound into his hand and turned to run back to her car.

      And then she started to scream.
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      Tom slammed down the phone, pushed his chair back and set off along the corridor at close to a run. Pushing open the door to the main office, he marched straight to the front of the room.

      ‘Can I have your attention, please?’ he called. The room fell quiet. ‘We’ve got an abducted child – a possible kidnap. She’s little more than a baby, taken from a supermarket car park.’

      ‘Shit!’ Becky muttered, her eyes round with horror. Tom knew what she was thinking: That could have been my child. The thought was never far from either of their minds when something like this happened.

      ‘We need to act quickly. The child is eighteen months old, and there’s no need to employ covert tactics as it was a very public abduction. Uniformed officers are on the scene, the mother is in the supermarket manager’s office, and witnesses are being asked to give their statements. The baby was driven off in the back of her mother’s car. You’ve seen the weather. It’s foul, and the mother put her baby in the car, out of the wind and rain. She went to take the trolley back – only about twenty metres from the car – but she left her keys and bag on the front passenger seat. When she turned round, the car was being driven out of its spot, with the baby still in the back.’

      There were murmurs of concern in the room. Many of the team had children, and Tom reckoned any of them could imagine doing the same thing.

      ‘We don’t know if this is a kidnap for ransom or an abduction yet, but anybody working on tasks which are not time critical will need to stop what you’re doing and pitch in.’ Tom turned to Becky. ‘Where the hell’s Keith when you need him?’

      Tom heard a cough and turned his head. DI Sims was right behind him, standing almost to attention in his inimitable way.

      ‘Keith! What are you doing here? Not that I’m not delighted to see you, of course.’

      ‘I came to pick up a book that I left in my desk, sir.’

      Tom’s shoulders sagged. ‘Ah, so not back to work, then.’

      ‘I can be, if I’m needed. And it sounds as if I might be.’ Keith seemed pleased to think he was indispensable.

      ‘You sure about that?’ Tom asked.

      ‘Of course, sir. I did what I needed to do over the last few days, and I was only going to be undertaking a few tasks around the home this weekend.’

      No one knew much about Keith’s home life. He normally kept very much to himself, only allowing occasional insights into the person he was beneath his professional exterior.

      Tom heaved a sigh of relief.

      ‘Okay, everyone. DI Sims will assign roles. DI Robinson will continue looking into Gabriella Stafford. I’m increasingly concerned about her – particularly as she hasn’t called her sister, but we need to borrow DS Cumba for a few hours—’ he turned to Becky, ‘—if you can spare him.’

      A range of emotions flashed across Becky’s eyes. Her son George – better known as Buster – was a little older than the missing child, and Tom’s own baby was only a few months younger. Both of them would find it difficult to remain detached, and much as he was certain Becky would want to lead this case, Keith’s organisational skills would be crucial.

      He turned back to Keith. ‘Right, let’s get a plan together. First things first – we need to initiate ANPR tracking.’

      Keith looked around the room and his gaze paused on Cass, a young detective with a mass of red curls. ‘Cass can do that. I’ll get her to circulate details of the car and the child on PNC. Do we have photos of her yet?’

      ‘Uniforms are at the scene and the mother’s transferred some pictures from her phone. They’re sending them through. We need details of the mother’s phones – mobile, home, office, plus all social media channels – in case there’s a ransom demand.’

      Keith nodded. ‘I’ll work out a plan and brief the team.’

      ‘Right. Good. Get a vehicle description and send patrols to major arterial junctions on the motorways for any sightings of the car. We might need to send up a helicopter for a speculative search too.’

      With Keith at the helm, everything would be under way in minutes. Meanwhile, Tom decided to give Detective Superintendent Stanley a quick call to let her know what was happening.

      Tom walked over to the far side of the room.

      ‘Ma’am, I appreciate that you’re away this weekend, but we have a child abduction. DI Sims will be working on the case with me. DI Robinson is investigating the missing woman – Gabriella Stafford – as we discussed yesterday.’

      Tom had only seen his boss, Philippa Stanley, briefly yesterday morning between his return and her escape for a long weekend away.

      ‘Good to have you back, finally,’ she’d said, as if he’d been away for two months rather than two weeks. ‘Particularly as I will be out of the area until Monday.’

      Typically, she hadn’t asked if Tom had had a good holiday, but he had been intrigued to know what was taking her away.

      ‘Going anywhere nice, Philippa?’ he’d asked with a bright smile.

      ‘No.’

      That was all he got, and he had no idea if she was still in the country. For all he knew, she could have taken herself off on a sightseeing trip to Rome.

      Now, as he filled her in on what little they knew about the missing child, she sounded practically cheerful.

      ‘Splendid,’ she said, a sentiment that Tom couldn’t share. ‘I’ll leave immediately and be back in Manchester as quickly as I can.’

      ‘There’s no need,’ he said. ‘We’ve got it in hand. I just thought you should be informed.’

      ‘No, no. I’m on my way. Keep me cognisant of the situation, please.’

      Who, apart from Philippa, said ‘cognisant?’ Tom wondered. But she had hung up. Wherever she’d gone, it seemed she was grateful for an excuse to leave.

      Tom shoved his phone in his pocket and hurried back to Keith’s desk.

      ‘Keith, I’ll leave you to carry on coordinating things here. I’ll go and interview the mother and take Rob with me. We need to prepare her for a possible ransom demand and make certain it’s not a familial abduction – the usual.’

      ‘Cass will get started on the Child Rescue Alert. We’ve got a description of what the child was wearing. I’ve spoken to uniforms at the scene, and they’ll continue to collect information until you arrive. We’ve got the car registration number, so tracking is in hand.’

      Tom nodded. ‘According to the first responders who interviewed all the witnesses, no one noticed what was happening until the mother screamed. A woman saw the perpetrator run across the car park towards the victim’s car, but thought nothing of it until he or she jumped into the vehicle and drove away. This supermarket’s on a huge retail park with multiple large stores on the same site – so how did they get there? Get on to the supermarket. Make sure we have every bit of CCTV footage they’ve got. We may get lucky and see the abductor getting out of their own car.’

      Some hope, Tom thought. It all depended on whether this was an opportunistic crime, or one that had been carefully planned.
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      Taya Kimura had been offered a seat in the manager’s office, but she couldn’t sit down. She’d answered all the questions the police sergeant had asked her, and now he stood waiting, watching as she paced back and forth, her arms wrapped tightly around herself, hugging the space where her baby girl should be, feeling as if the air had been sucked from her body.

      What have I done? Where are you, my darling baby?

      A small window looked out into the car park, and she stared at the space where her car had been, now cordoned off with crime-scene tape. People in white suits were crawling on hands and knees on the wet ground, but hundreds of shoppers used the car park every day, so how would they be able to tell if anything was significant?

      She was breathing quickly, panting as if out of breath, praying that Hana would be back with her in minutes.

      What was I thinking? The thoughts crashed round and round in her head. Could she have done anything different? Perhaps she should have allowed Hana to get soaked to the skin, but the child already had a cold. She thought she was doing the right thing. Her mind flashed to the keys she had thrown onto the front seat, leaving her hands free to fasten Hana into her seat. You stupid idiot.

      A scream was building inside her, and she was about to give vent to it when there was a knock on the door and the officer opened it to show in two men – one tall, white, with wide shoulders, the other mixed race with a shaved head.

      ‘Mrs Kimura? I’m Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas, and this is my colleague, Detective Sergeant Rob Cumba. I’m so sorry for the events of this morning, and I understand how dreadful you must be feeling. I have children of my own – one very close in age to your little girl – and I want you to know that we’re doing everything we can to get your child back to you as quickly as possible. Do you want to sit down?’

      There was something reassuring about the eyes of the senior detective, and for a moment Taya felt a lessening of the terror eating at her insides, but it didn’t last. She wouldn’t lose the sense of utter panic until her baby was back with her.

      She took a seat, perching on the very edge of the chair, ready to leap up at a moment’s notice. The detectives sat opposite, the uniformed sergeant standing by the door as if guarding it.

      ‘I know you’ve already explained everything you can remember to Sergeant Okoro—’ the detective nodded towards the uniformed officer, ‘—but can you repeat what you told him, please? I need to make sure we haven’t missed anything. Try to talk me through what happened – in as much detail as you can.’

      Taya didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want them to be sitting in this office. She wanted them out there, looking for Hana.

      It was as if the chief inspector read her mind.

      ‘Let me reassure you we have a huge team of people already looking for Hana. They’re not standing around waiting for me to report back on our conversation, and we’re not delaying anything. We’ve got traffic police looking for your car, a helicopter has been scrambled, and every police officer in Greater Manchester is aware, so what I’d like to do now is try to find any clues – however small or insignificant they may seem – as to who might have done this. Are you okay with that?’

      Taya felt overwhelmed. All of this because she had been stupid. What would they think of her?

      Where is my baby?

      ‘Talk me through what happened – perhaps from when you arrived at the supermarket.’

      Choking on every word, she ran back through the events of the morning. ‘It was raining when we arrived, but there were no parking spaces close to the trolley park. Everyone must have had the same idea. I parked as close as I could get, grabbed a trolley and went in.’

      ‘And do you always use this supermarket?’

      ‘Yes. I’m a private chef, and the food here is good quality. I’m supposed to be catering for a party tonight. Oh God! I need to tell them I can’t make it.’

      She scrabbled around in her bag, searching for her phone.

      The chief inspector reached out and gently touched her arm. ‘Mrs Kimura, we can make the call for you and explain that you’ve been involved in an accident. We won’t mention that Hana is missing, so don’t worry about the word getting out. DS Cumba will make the call, if you can let him have the number.’

      Taya’s fingers finally touched the cold metal, and she drew the phone out, fumbling with it, pressing the screen, dragging her thumb sideways to scroll through the apps. ‘The number’s in here somewhere.’ She couldn’t even find the contacts app. ‘Shit! Where is it!’

      The sergeant held out his hand. ‘If you’ve unlocked your phone, would you like me to look? I can find the contact for you and check it’s the right one.’

      Almost dropping the phone from her clammy hand, she passed it across and within seconds the detective had found the number and stepped outside the office to make the call.

      The senior officer gave her a moment to get herself together.

      ‘Can you tell me who the baby’s father is, and whether he’s aware of what’s happening?’

      ‘He’s away, working. I haven’t told him yet. I hoped you’d find her before I had to.’

      ‘Are you together, as a couple?’

      Taya nodded. ‘We’ve been together for eight years. He’s going to be devastated.’

      ‘Would you like us to speak to him for you?’

      It would be such a relief for Taya not to have to confess to her stupidity, but that wouldn’t be fair. ‘No, I’ll do it, when I’ve got myself together.’

      Taya jumped up from the chair and started pacing, unable to stay seated. Whatever the policeman said, she wanted all of them to be out there, looking for Hana.

      ‘Why would someone take my baby, Chief Inspector? Why?’

      ‘We don’t know, but it’s something we’re going to try to understand. It will help us to find her quickly if we can figure out their motive. Could it be someone you know – someone with a grudge?’

      Taya bit the inside of her cheek. She knew she needed to concentrate, to think if there was anyone who might have done this to her, but her mind was a total blank. She raised the heels of her hands and pressed them against her eyes as if she could force out the image of the car driving away with her baby inside.

      ‘We’ve established that you regularly shop here. Is it always the same day, same time, same spot in the car park?’

      She dropped her hands and bit the corner of her lip, trying to read the expression on his face. ‘Oh Christ! I know what you’re saying – it’s my fault, isn’t it? I’m a creature of habit, always have been. Do you think someone’s been watching me?’

      ‘You have nothing to blame yourself for. Whether this is someone who’s been watching you, or it was opportunistic, we don’t know yet. Is there anyone who might be aware of your usual routine? Someone who looks after Hana perhaps, or a friend? Maybe a cleaner, or a person who helps with your cooking?’

      ‘My sister looks after Hana when Raff and I are both working. But she wouldn’t take Hana. She adores her. I can’t think of anyone else who’d know my routine. They must have seen me leave her in the car and taken their chance.’ A moan erupted from somewhere deep inside her. ‘I left her! I left my baby in the car to take that bloody trolley back. It was chucking it down. What was I supposed to do? Leave her in the trolley seat, soaking wet while I unloaded eight bags of shopping? She’s not well. She’s got a bad cold. What happens if whoever took her doesn’t take care of her? I thought I’d only be gone a few seconds, but then that stupid old man wanted my pound coin.’

      The detective leaned forward. ‘What old man?’

      Taya saw him glance at Sergeant Okoro, who gave a slight shrug. Taya hadn’t mentioned the old man before; she hadn’t thought it was important. Was it? Should she have said something?

      ‘He said he needed a pound coin and I’d just got mine from the trolley. He was all muffled up, soaked, and he dropped one of his fifty-pence pieces and bent to pick it up. I told him it didn’t matter, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer, and when I looked up, my car was driving off with Hana in the back!’

      Taya couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. As she sobbed, she saw a hand reach to the coffee table and push a box of tissues towards her. She heard the door open as the sergeant with the shaved head came back in, and the chief inspector stood up.

      ‘Where are the first responders?’ she heard him ask Sergeant Okoro.

      ‘Outside. Do you want to speak to them?’

      ‘In a moment, but can you ask if there was any sign of an old man when they turned up? If Mrs Kimura was screaming, he’s unlikely to have run off. Older people are generally good at offering support.’

      Taya heard the door open again and guessed the sergeant had gone out. Why hadn’t she thought of the old man before? He might have seen something.

      The detectives were talking.

      ‘Rob, can you go and see what – if anything – we’ve got on CCTV? It’s being checked, but find out where we’re up to and make sure it’s sent to the analysts to study.’

      ‘On it, boss.’

      The door opened and closed again. Taya vaguely heard a woman’s voice and realised that the detective was being offered a cup of tea or coffee. They had brought her three cups in the time she had been here, and they had taken away each one, untouched.

      She spun towards the door as Sergeant Okoro came back into the room. He looked at the detective and shook his head.

      ‘No sign of an elderly man, sir. Mrs Kimura was being supported by a woman in her twenties and another in her sixties. Both have been interviewed, but we’ve spoken to them again and neither specifically remembers an old man. But it was raining, and they weren’t near her when it happened. They heard her scream and rushed over.’

      ‘Mrs Kimura, what can you tell me about the elderly man who asked for your pound coin?’ the chief inspector asked.

      Taya looked up. There was something in his voice that she didn’t like.

      ‘Why? He was just an old man.’

      ‘We want to have a word with him. He may have seen something you didn’t.’

      A wave of confusion washed over her, and she collapsed back into the chair.

      ‘I don’t know what to say. He was a bit stooped, so I couldn’t see much of his face. He had a cap on – an old-style tweed one that elderly men often wear – and a woollen scarf over his mouth – to keep out the chilly wind, I suppose. It made it hard to understand what he was saying.’

      ‘You didn’t get a good look at his face?’

      ‘No. I guess not.’

      She saw another look pass between the two officers, and Sergeant Okoro turned and hurried from the room.

      

      Tom looked at the small slender woman, huddled in a chair, trying her best to hold herself together. The news about the elderly man wasn’t good. He must have heard her scream, and yet he had disappeared. Sergeant Okoro was on his way to brief Rob so he could check the CCTV footage. Hopefully, they would see where the man went.

      ‘Mrs Kimura,’ Tom said. ‘I—’

      ‘I’m not Mrs Kimura,’ she said, two lines appearing between her eyes.

      ‘I’m sorry. I was told your name is Taya Kimura, and I’m afraid I made an assumption because of the wedding ring.’

      ‘I’m married, but I go by my maiden name – my professional name. My husband’s name is Raff Fischer. Hana is Hana Fischer.’

      ‘Shall I call you Mrs Fischer or Miss Kimura?’

      She gave a helpless shrug. ‘Call me Taya.’

      ‘Okay, Taya. You said your husband is away?’

      ‘He’s in Geneva.’

      ‘Do you want us to give you a minute while you tell him about Hana?’

      Taya looked at Tom, her eyes swimming with fresh tears. ‘No! He might be mid-air. Please, can you make sure our names aren’t mentioned if there’s any press coverage? He can’t find out like this. He’ll crash the plane.’

      ‘Okay, so he’s a pilot?’

      She nodded. ‘Raff’s got his own jet. People charter it, and he flies them anywhere they want – usually to Europe.’

      Tom’s antennae were quivering. If there were problems in the marriage and the father had his own plane, could he be involved? They were only twenty minutes from Manchester Airport.

      Taya’s sobs had subsided, but he was about to make things worse.

      ‘Taya, when a child goes missing, there’s always a tough question we need to ask. We have to be certain that Hana’s abduction isn’t anything to do with an argument over custody.’

      For a moment she looked confused, then she sucked in a quick breath, her eyes wide. ‘Oh my God! You think Raff took her? That’s insane. Raff adores us both and hates that he has to be away so often – but it’s his job.’

      She wouldn’t be the first woman to believe she had the perfect marriage, only to find out it was something entirely different, but Tom wasn’t about to voice those thoughts.

      ‘And Hana is his child – she’s not the child of a former relationship?’

      ‘She’s his!’

      ‘I’m sorry, but child abductions are sometimes related to a custody dispute, so I had to ask the question.’ He didn’t add that a significant percentage of abductions fell into this category.

      He gave her a moment to absorb this before explaining that although she could go home soon, officers would remain with her until Hana was found. He wasn’t sure how much of it she was taking in, and who could blame her?

      ‘We also need to consider if this could be a kidnap for ransom. The first demand is usually to keep the police out of it, but it was a very public incident so they know we’re involved. We’ll monitor your phones and social media accounts in case they contact you with a ransom demand.’

      Taya raised her eyes to his with a look of determination he hadn’t seen before.

      ‘If it’s money they want, they can have everything we’ve got. Raff can sell the jet. I don’t care! I just want my baby back.’
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      Tom had left Taya Kimura in the care of a family liaison officer, Charley Hughes – in his view the best FLO to deal with any case involving children. Uniformed officers were continuing to interview anyone who claimed to have seen what happened, but with the heavy rain and a gusty wind sending stuff flying everywhere, shoppers had been concentrating on transferring their purchases to their cars without everything being blown away or made sodden.

      Back at headquarters, Tom pushed open the door to the major incident room and strode across to where Keith was sticking images and maps on the board.

      ‘What have we got, Keith?’

      ‘All actions in hand, sir. Nothing on ANPR, and that’s very odd because there are several cameras in the vicinity. No sightings from major junctions. We sent up a helicopter, but again nothing.’

      Tom looked at the board, the photo of Taya and the image she had sent of her beautiful baby girl, who had her mother’s black silky hair and her Swiss father’s pale blue eyes and light skin. Was she abducted because of her beauty? Tom didn’t like to think what that might mean.

      ‘This has all the hallmarks of being well organised, Keith, especially if we’re right about the old man being a decoy of some sort. And have we considered if this could have been a simple car theft? Is it possible they didn’t realise there was a child in the car when they stole it – perhaps just spotted the keys sitting on the seat?’

      Keith stared at the image of the child. ‘It’s unlikely, sir. According to DS Cumba, one witness saw Miss Kimura put the baby in the car, and said Hana was screaming the place down. I suppose they might have thought it was worth taking her in order to get their hands on the car. It’s a top-end model, I understand, but high risk to take it with a baby inside. The perpetrator must realise that an abducted child would increase the level of our response.’

      Tom agreed. ‘So on balance we believe it was planned, and the child was the goal. Taya Kimura seems to have no reason to suspect her husband, but we need to get him checked out. Where is he? Is he really on a flight from Geneva?’ Tom pointed to the board. ‘And what about the map you’ve pinned up? Any ideas – including how the abductor got to the retail park in the first place?’

      ‘That’s a bit of a mystery at the moment, but I’ve asked Traffic to check out this spot here.’ Keith tapped the map. ‘We’ve been assuming the abductor drove straight out of the car park. The team is scouring CCTV to confirm if that’s the case. They’re trying to put together a detailed plan of the car’s movements, but the fact that it’s not appeared on ANPR made me look closer.’ Keith was pointing to the far side of the car park. ‘We haven’t yet found evidence of it leaving the car park through any of the main exits – and there are several. But take a look here, sir.’

      Tom peered closer, and he suddenly realised what Keith was thinking. Over in the far corner of the main car park was a narrow strip of road leading to an overflow car park, possibly used by staff.

      ‘You think it could have been driven into this area?’ he asked. ‘There’s no separate exit, though, as far as I can see.’

      ‘No, there isn’t. We’ve been thinking they stole the car and baby and drove out of the car park, but no one has thought to check if the car never left – that they doubled back and took the car to this spot, where it wouldn’t be seen. Assuming the motive was child abduction and not car theft, they could have had another car waiting.’

      ‘That seems the obvious answer, but if it’s a staff car park wouldn’t it be risky to transfer the child from one car to another? It would seem an odd thing to do and would draw attention. Is there any other way out? Could they have got away on foot?’ Tom peered at a second map that appeared to be a printout from a satellite image and pointed to what appeared to be a line of hedging. ‘What’s here, Keith? Do we know?’

      ‘I believe it’s a path leading from the overflow car park into a social housing estate.’ Keith consulted the street map. ‘Monmouth Street. Are you thinking they may have had a car waiting there?’

      ‘I am. It could be how they arrived too: parked on an adjoining street and walked straight into the car park to wait. I think we’ve been looking in the wrong place. You said you’d asked Traffic to check out your theory?’

      ‘I did.’ Keith smiled as his phone rang. He picked it up, listened, said, ‘Thank you,’ and hung up.

      ‘Miss Kimura’s car is in the overflow car park. Empty, of course.’

      Tom nodded slowly. ‘It was never the car they wanted. It was always the baby.’
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      News that Taya’s car had never left the car park had spread, and the incident room was buzzing with theories. Whatever else, there seemed little doubt that this had been meticulously planned. The car had been abandoned close to the footpath to Monmouth Street, and the full audacity of the plan – particularly if the old man was an accomplice – was beginning to reveal itself.

      Raff Fischer was proving elusive, though – neither Keith nor Taya had managed to make contact – so could this really be a familial abduction?

      ‘Where are we on Fischer’s plane, Keith?’

      ‘We got the registration from his wife, sir, and tracked its flight history on Flight Radar. It left Manchester Airport yesterday, as Miss Kimura said, and Raff Fischer was named as the pilot. It’s not in the air at the moment. The plane’s transponder gives an up-to-date position when it’s in flight.’

      ‘Can it be switched off?’

      ‘Technically, but Air Traffic Control wouldn’t accept that. He should have submitted his flight plan, so we’ve requested details from ATC as he appears to still be on the ground in Geneva – although why he’s not answering his phone, we don’t know.’

      Keith had asked for an alert to be put on Fischer’s mobile so they would know the moment it became active. It was essential they spoke to him first – before the kidnappers had a chance.

      They couldn’t release Hana’s name to the press until Raff Fischer had been told what had happened but, given the planning behind the abduction, Tom thought publishing photos of Hana would prove futile. It was unlikely she would be out in public any time soon.

      Rob was sitting beside one of the analysts, glued to the screen, as Tom walked across.

      ‘Anything, Rob?’ he asked.

      ‘We’ve managed to find images of the person who abducted Hana. Unless this is the disguise of the century, boss, we’re certain it was a woman.’

      Tom blew out a long breath. Somehow, he wasn’t surprised. He had thought all along that the driver had to be a woman. Taya was petite. A man getting behind the wheel of her car would have had to adjust the seat – time they couldn’t afford to waste. The question was, if the old man was part of the plan, who was the mastermind? Him, or the woman who drove the car?

      ‘Get every image you can. Have them analysed. We need to know her height, weight, shoe size and anything you can get on her face. We need to know if Taya knows this woman – or if the husband does.’

      ‘We’re on it,’ Rob said. ‘We know she came from Monmouth Street through the ginnel.’

      The analyst, a man from Inverness, gave Rob a puzzled look.

      ‘Pure Manchester, Alec,’ Tom said. ‘Means alley.’

      Alec grinned and pointed to his screen. ‘We’re putting together a time-coded sequence so we can get as much detail as possible, sir, but I guess you’re most interested in when the kidnapper arrives and when she runs towards the car to drive it away.’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      ‘The problem is that everyone was rushing around because of the foul weather. In the early shots, she has her head down and the hood of a large raincoat covering her head. But we’ve got a shot of her as she heads towards Kimura’s Jeep. It’s not a great angle…’

      Alec pulled up footage of what looked like a woman hurrying across the car park. Tom peered closely at the screen. The hood of her raincoat was up, but as he watched, a gust of wind blew it down. Underneath, she appeared to be wearing a hijab, and as the hood flew back from her face, she pulled the lower section of scarf up to cover her mouth and nose.

      ‘Do we get a second – or even a fraction of a second – when we can see her face before she pulls up the scarf?’

      ‘Only a partial profile, I’m afraid. By the time she turns towards the car, she’s covered her mouth and nose. We can only see her eyes – and not very clearly at that.’

      Tom tutted. ‘What can you tell me, Alec?’

      ‘I’ll be able to work out her height for you, and we can give you a detailed description of her clothes, although there’s nothing instantly recognisable. She’s wearing trainers, so I’ll check them out to see if they’re an identifiable make. We can’t see her hair under the hijab. From the way she’s moving, I would guess she’s of average weight, but I can do a bit more on that. I’ll carry on piecing it all together and give you my report.’

      ‘What about any CCTV on Monmouth Street, at the far end of the ginnel?’

      ‘Nothing we’ve found. There’s a petrol station at the far junction, where the street meets the main road, but their camera doesn’t point down the road and we don’t know what we’re looking for. The car could be any make, model or colour.’

      ‘What about on the street itself? Any video doorbells? They might have picked her up going past.’

      ‘DI Sims has asked uniforms to question residents and see if anyone has CCTV. It’s a dicey area so we might be in luck. I’ll put in a request for them to query doorbells too.’

      ‘Thanks, Alec.’ Tom nodded to Rob. ‘Let’s have a chat with Keith – talk through next steps.’

      ‘What are you thinking, boss?’ Rob asked as they walked across the incident room.

      ‘Motive,’ Tom answered. ‘Unless it’s a kidnap and there’s eventually a ransom demand, anything else feels too awful to contemplate. We need Charley Hughes to dig deep with Taya Kimura, find out if there’s anything dodgy in either of their lives that she’s prepared to admit to. Meanwhile, we should run complete background checks on her and her husband. No stone unturned. This abduction was neither random nor opportunistic, although the appalling weather was probably a bonus. My thinking is that this must be someone who knows either Taya or her husband. They know her habits, her routine. Taya says she always goes to that supermarket, so had they been watching, waiting for the right moment?’

      ‘I’ll get in touch with Charley, tell her to ask Miss Kimura for details of the last couple of trips she made. If someone’s been watching, we’ll check if we can find anything on CCTV.’

      ‘What I don’t get is that if it’s for ransom, what the hell are they waiting for?’

      As they approached his desk, Keith stood up, his back ramrod straight. Tom followed his eyes towards the main door as Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley marched through, and he blinked. This was a Philippa he hadn’t seen before. Known for her ubiquitous navy-blue suits and smart white blouses, a style that didn’t seem to have changed in all the years she had been a senior detective, this version of Philippa was wearing jeans and a loose pink linen shirt. Wherever she had been, it couldn’t have been too far away, given that it was only a matter of hours since he’d spoken to her. And she clearly hadn’t been home to don her ‘uniform’.

      ‘Don’t look like that, DCI Douglas. I do have a life beyond the office, you know,’ she said, lifting her chin as if expecting him to comment.

      Tom had first known Philippa as a detective constable, and it had been clear from the start that she was career focused. Professionalism and consistency were her watchwords, and she took care to always look the part, rarely revealing the thoughtful, empathetic woman that Tom had come to know.

      He decided not to make her feel any more uncomfortable than she already did. ‘You didn’t need to rush back, ma’am.’

      She gave a slight smile that was hard to interpret. ‘Oh, I did, Tom. Believe me.’

      Wherever she’d been, it seemed she was glad to have escaped, but Tom knew better than to ask.

      Philippa walked towards the board of photos. ‘Is this the mother?’

      ‘It is. Taya Kimura – married name Fischer, but she doesn’t use it. We’ve made some progress, and we’re certain this was a planned abduction. We’re not sure if the woman who took little Hana was working alone, but we suspect she had a male accomplice.’

      They had yet to find any trace of the old man, if indeed he was old. Taya had made that assumption because of his cap and his demeanour. But his face had been covered so he could have been any age. He had walked into the shelter that housed the trolleys, but they couldn’t find any evidence of him leaving. He had either left under someone else’s umbrella, or taken off his cap and mac, and left the area as a totally different person.

      Unusually for Philippa, she wasn’t asking questions. She was staring at Taya Kimura’s photo, frown lines between her eyebrows.

      ‘You say that’s the mother?’ she said finally.

      ‘It is. Do you know her?’

      Philippa shook her head slowly. ‘I’ve seen her. She’s a private chef. She catered an event I was invited to – the opening of an art exhibition at a gallery in town. The canapés were delicious, I have to say, and the owners invited her out to take a bow. I remembered the name in case I ever had need of a caterer.’

      Tom did his best to hide his thoughts. The idea that Philippa had a life that might include catered parties was quite a surprise.

      She turned from the board. ‘Right, get the team together, DCI Douglas. I’ll go to my office and be back for an update in thirty minutes.’

      With that, she marched across to the doors and left the room.
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      ‘Boss? I know you’re busy with the baby kidnap, but have you got a minute?’ Becky called.

      Leaving Keith to organise a briefing for Philippa, Tom walked over to her desk and sat down.

      ‘Sorry I’ve been ignoring you, Becky.’

      ‘It’s fine. A baby’s missing – that takes priority over everything.’

      Tom could see from her face that she would love to be working on Hana’s case, and he understood that. No one would rest until this child was found, whether it was their case or not.

      ‘What’s been going on with the Gabriella Stafford disappearance, then?’ he asked.

      ‘I took a team to her flat, and it was more revealing than I expected. Gabi’s flatmate, Avril Lawson, wasn’t too impressed to see us, I can tell you. She’s a rather abrupt woman in her early forties who made it clear she didn’t see why her life should be disrupted because of whatever Gabi “had been up to”.’

      ‘What did she mean by that?’

      ‘Exactly what I asked. That’s when it got interesting. Do you remember one of Gabi’s claims against Nathan Brennan was that he had turned up at her flat, that he was stalking her?’

      ‘Yes. And?’

      ‘Apparently about three weeks ago – at least a week before the allegations were made against Brennan – some guy turned up looking for Gabi. Avril didn’t see him, but she heard his voice. She couldn’t tell what he was saying, until he shouted, “You know what I want.” Gabi swore at him and slammed the door, then rushed into her bedroom in tears.’

      ‘Did the flatmate ask what it was about?’

      ‘Apparently not. She isn’t the sort of person you’d want to confide in even if she expressed any interest, and I guess she didn’t.’ Becky’s nose wrinkled with apparent distaste for the woman. ‘I got the impression that living in a shared flat at her age was due to a recent decline in her fortunes, and something she resented.’

      ‘You’re assuming the shouting man was Brennan.’

      Becky shrugged. ‘No evidence one way or another, but it fits. There’s more. Avril didn’t hear anything else for a while, but about a week later she heard the same voice again. This time, the man was full-on yelling at Gabi. Avril was watching TV, so it was only when the noise penetrated the sounds from the telly that she put it on silent and listened. “You’re not going to get away with this,” she heard. “You know what you have to do, and you know what will happen if you don’t.”’

      ‘This was when?’

      ‘Avril couldn’t remember exactly, but she was watching the news, so based on what was happening on the day, I’ve worked it out. It was the day after Nathan Brennan was suspended.’

      Tom rested his chin on his fist. ‘He was warning her.’

      ‘It seems so, unless there’s someone else she’s pissed off, which is always a possibility. We’re checking CCTV in the area for the night in question to see if we can spot him. That wasn’t all we discovered, though. We searched Gabi’s room and found an envelope with ten thousand pounds in it.’

      Tom frowned. ‘And what do you make of that?’

      Becky shrugged again. ‘It could be anything, but I’m wondering if maybe she was being paid to drop her claim against Nathan Brennan. What do you think?’

      ‘It’s a possibility. Where are you going from here?’

      ‘I want to check out Brennan’s financials – and his partner’s. See if there are any big withdrawals, because from what I’ve seen of their lifestyle, I guess they could afford ten grand without blinking. We’re getting Gabi’s too.’

      ‘Good. What does her sister say? Surely she must know what was happening with Brennan, if they were so close?’

      ‘I’ve tried to call her a couple of times, but she’s not picking up. She did tell me when we first spoke that her little girl is sick in hospital, so I guess that’s where she is. I’ll keep trying.’

      ‘Okay, keep me in the loop.’
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      Since the police visit this morning, I’ve found it impossible to settle. Nate disappeared the minute the detectives left, saying he was going for a drive to clear his head, and he was gone for most of the morning. Since he’s been back he’s been restless, and I’m not surprised. It was bad enough for him to be accused of sexual harassment, but now it seems he’s a suspect in Gabi’s disappearance.

      I want to help, and yet hovering at the back of my mind is the memory of his lies to the police, and the fact that I didn’t correct them. He didn’t tell them about the texts from Gabi, and I can’t be certain he didn’t leave the house on Wednesday night. Nor can he be sure that I didn’t. If I question him, it will convince him I don’t believe him about Gabi, so there’s a thick fog of mistrust floating between us, and we can both feel it.

      As I put away the groceries that were finally delivered three hours later than promised, I feel his presence hovering in the doorway.

      ‘I need you to trust me in your heart and soul, Mall,’ he blurts out. ‘To believe me when I say I had no interest whatsoever in Gabriella Stafford. But you don’t, do you?’

      I swallow back the retort that only a fool trusts someone one hundred per cent. It wouldn’t be helpful, so I say what he wants to hear, knowing I’m trying to convince myself too.

      ‘I do believe you and I hate what it’s doing to you – to us. You’ve always been attractive to women – we both know that – but I’ve never known you to force yourself on someone who wasn’t interested. Let’s not forget, you asked me out repeatedly during our last years at school, and I said no.’ He raises his eyebrows but says nothing. ‘In all that time, I never once felt uncomfortable with you. You never touched me inappropriately, and if I wanted someone to walk me home on a dark night, you were always my first choice.’

      Nate snorts. ‘Well, the options weren’t great, were they? Connor would probably have got into a fight with some random, and Akin would have hidden behind a bush if anyone had come near you.’

      I laugh, and it’s a good feeling. He’s exaggerating, of course, but what I said about him is true. He felt safe. Does he still feel safe?

      I put the last of the food in the fridge and turn towards him. ‘Let’s focus on the steps the company are taking. It doesn’t help that Gabi’s missing. Perhaps she’s gone off the radar for a while because she’s ashamed of what she did, but Richard will still be checking the facts.’

      Nate’s momentary good humour has evaporated. ‘HR are going through everything – and I mean everything. Every email I’ve sent – not just to her, but to other members of staff – every social media post made by her, and in theory by me, although they’ll have to search hard given that I only use Twitter, and solely for work.’

      He’s telling the truth about this. He has never been a believer in sharing every event in his life with the wider world.

      ‘They’ll check key-card access to the building to confirm when we were both in the office and interview everyone Gabi worked with. There’s no evidence of what she says took place in the kitchen – there can’t be, because it never bloody happened! I honestly can’t remember if I’ve ever been in the kitchen at the same time as Gabi. They’re even interviewing the caterers. I don’t know how I can prove that I never said any of the things she’s accused me of, or touched her other than to pass her a tissue.’

      Nate’s voice breaks, and he walks hurriedly from the room. I know he needs a moment alone. I wait, desperate to go to him but knowing it’s not what he wants, and ten minutes later I hear the front door bang and the sound of a car engine firing up. He has gone out again.

      I know where he’s gone – where he always goes when he’s stressed. To a lake, either Anglezarke or Belmont. He used to go there in his teens when life at home and the expectations of his parents threatened to suffocate him. I know he finds water soothing, and if he could, he would live in a house overlooking a stormy sea.

      With a sigh I collapse on the sofa, certain I’m handling this badly. Since the moment I came home from book club on Wednesday night, I feel I’ve been making poor decisions, but I have no idea how to rectify my mistakes.

      

      An hour later I push myself up from the sofa. I’ve been sitting staring into space since Nate walked out of the door. I haven’t heard from him and I don’t expect to. He will be walking round the lake, giving himself time to ‘pull himself together’ as his dad would say, hoping the fresh air will blow away the cobwebs.

      I mooch around, take a quiche from the freezer for a late lunch, then – for want of anything better to do – I open a browser window and research what to do if you are accused of sexual harassment. The advice all seems to be common sense – to cooperate, be honest, hire a lawyer if you need one. I wonder if Nate should consider this. His colleagues are corporate lawyers, skilled in the dark arts of mergers and acquisitions, but they couldn’t act for him even if they had the right expertise.

      There is one other thing I can do. I can try to find out as much as possible about Gabriella Stafford.

      A search on social media reveals a surprising number of Gabriella Staffords, but only one in Manchester. I want to know whether she’s posted anything about Nate or an unnamed man who has pestered her, or if she’s mentioned trying to contact him on Wednesday night. Has she named the bar where she wanted to meet him? I know the police will check her social posts, and we lied to them. Both of us.

      I discover that Gabi doesn’t post often and never talks about her own life, which is a relief. Her Instagram posts are all quotes about how important it is to talk to people, especially the lonely. I can’t decide if she’s a deeply caring and thoughtful person, or if this is because she is lonely herself. For one moment I’m struck by the shocking thought that she might have harmed herself; that she made a mistake and is regretting it, or the situation has become so harrowing that she can’t live with it. I shake my head, pushing the thought from my mind. There’s nothing I can do to help, if that’s the case.

      I carry on scrolling but find only one personal post. The photo is of the outside of a gym, which she says ‘restores her sanity’. I’m relieved to find no mention of Nate.

      The same person has liked every post – Michaela Stafford – and I guess this might be the sister the police mentioned. But when I click on her page, it’s blocked.

      Sighing, I’m about to give up when I decide to search on Cavendish Hope to check if anything has been said about Nate’s absence. His clients must have been given an explanation for his lack of availability. Would the senior partners have published some excuse online?

      As expected, I get a huge number of hits. I’m about to click on the company website when I see an article headed: “Suspension at Major Law Firm. Sexual harassment is rife among the entitled few.”

      My whole body shudders when I see the byline. Connor Healy, our old friend. The post is on his blog.

      After Connor went to Cardiff University we lost touch, as we did with all our old friends, but I heard he’d found a job on a newspaper there after he graduated. He had always wanted to be a journalist and had never baulked at asking tough questions. Although it’s never been entirely clear, I believe he lost his job in Cardiff for disclosing information about a corrupt politician against the explicit instructions of his editor.

      In the three years since he’s been back in the area, we’ve run into him a couple of times and on each occasion it felt as if we each saw the kids we’d been fifteen years ago, rather than the adults we had become. Memories of how our friendship fell apart one September evening stood between us, although it was long ago and we should all be over it by now.

      It was an awkward moment when we saw him the first time, coming out of Waterstones in Manchester, Connor smirking when he realised that Nate and I are now a couple. Nobody – least of all Connor – would have expected that. Connor’s wife, Leanne, made it clear that she wasn’t interested in getting to know us, and I wonder what he’s told her. Whatever he’s said, it can’t have been good because her gaze flicked between us, backwards and forwards, as if she was trying to understand the undercurrents. But I’m sure she never will.

      Now, as I stare at the computer screen, I am struggling to believe he’s written a piece about Nate. Since Connor lost his job on the paper, I’ve heard he’s become a blogger and a freelance journalist, and I know he’ll consider himself a failure. He’ll hate that.

      I have no idea what I’m going to find when I open the blog post, but I feel compelled to read it.

      
        
        What is the world coming to?

        There are some people – some companies – that should be beyond reproach, in whose employ one should feel safe and secure. Would it be naïve to expect this of a top flight corporate law establishment?

        You might imagine such an organisation to be a model of moral rectitude, but you would be wrong.

        Earlier this month a partner at Cavendish Hope – one of Manchester’s most prestigious law firms – was suspended for allegations of sexual harassment.

        You may ask how anyone can fail to realise that this behaviour is unacceptable, or how men who have the brains to achieve a high level of professional success are capable of such gross errors of judgement. Sadly, it happens.

        Right now, no names can be mentioned. But here’s what we know…

      

      

      I skim through the rest of the article, dismayed at the accuracy and the detail that Connor has uncovered. I had the impression that the senior partners were keeping everything under wraps until they had finished investigating the allegations, but someone’s been talking.

      And I want to know who.
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      Connor Healy turned the key and pushed his front door open.

      ‘Jesus, Leanne!’ he snarled. ‘What’s with the attitude?’

      His wife was standing in the centre of the hall, hands on hips, feet apart, looking for all the world as if she was about to attack him.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’

      ‘You know where I’ve been. I like walking – it frees up my mind.’

      Possibly the sole advantage of the tired run-down house he and Leanne lived in was its proximity to the woods. Within five minutes of stepping out of the door he could be in another world, surrounded by trees, pretending life was good, that he was a success. He could forget what a fuck-up he really was.

      Leanne hadn’t finished. ‘I’ve just had one of your old friends on the phone. Mallory – the one who fancies herself. She’s on her way round, Connor. I told her you were out and you’re busy for the rest of the day, but she said she’d come anyway and wait for as long as it takes. You promised to come with me to town to get a dress for that wedding we have to go to, and it’s already afternoon. You’re not going to use her as an excuse, I hope.’

      Much as Connor would have loved any excuse to avoid clothes shopping with his wife, on balance it would be preferable to seeing Mallory. She must have seen his blog post. He felt a rare twinge of conscience, but he was a journalist. He was doing his job.

      ‘So?’ Leanne said.

      Connor pushed past her and headed to the kitchen. ‘I need a beer.’

      ‘So you’re not coming with me? Mallory takes priority?’

      Flicking the top off the bottle and ignoring the fact that it ended up on the floor, he turned to her, knowing once again he was about to let her down.

      ‘It’s an opportunity, Leanne. If I get a scoop on what’s happening with Nate, I can transform my blog post into a real article – one I’ll get paid for. Mallory might give me the inside track.’

      ‘As if! I’ve only met her twice, and I’d say all she’s interested in is how she looks and what other people think of her.’

      ‘That’s a bit harsh.’

      ‘I can’t understand why you were ever friends. Or why you defend her now, given all you’ve said about your weird little band of merry men.’

      Connor laughed at her description. She didn’t get it that all his old school friends had been odd on some level or other; that’s why they hung out together. They’d all had their own internal conflicts, and Mallory more than most. He knew what Leanne’s problem was, though. In an unusual moment of honesty, he’d admitted that he fancied Mallory when they were younger. No one had known – especially not Mallory – but he regretted telling his wife that he knew he’d have been punching above his weight. The inference Leanne would have drawn was that he considered Mallory a class above her.

      ‘When you look at Mallory, you see a vain woman,’ he said. ‘I see a girl whose mother was famous for saying she was delighted with her daughters, because while one was beautiful, the other made up for it by being artistic.’

      Leanne frowned as if she didn’t get it, and Connor tutted.

      ‘Her sister was the beautiful one, not Mallory, as her mother pointed out to anyone who would listen. Mallory compensated by standing out in every other way. I can’t remember how many times she was sent home from school for dyeing her hair blue or for fake tattoos on her cheeks, or something equally outrageous just to make people take notice.’

      ‘But she’s gorgeous!’ Leanne looked totally bemused.

      ‘She works very hard at it, but she can’t let the mask slip. It’s funny, really, because while the prettiest girls all flocked to Nate, the only one he ever wanted was Mallory, but she never let him get close because she didn’t want to become one of his rejects.’

      ‘Well, she’s obviously changed her tune, hasn’t she?’

      Connor ignored her sour tone and said nothing. He didn’t entirely understand why Mallory had finally succumbed to Nate’s charms either, just as he had never succeeded in explaining to his wife why they had all once been such good friends – or why they weren’t any longer. To be fair, they were an incomprehensible bunch, and he had some sympathy with Leanne’s antipathy. She recognised there were strong ties, frayed though they may be, but she didn’t understand them.

      ‘I know you all fell out before you went to university, Connor, but if Nate used to be a friend, why did you write the article about him? Why do you want to hurt him? Is it because of Mallory?’

      He took a long pull at his beer and shook his head. ‘Given that I’ve seen her all of twice in fifteen years, I don’t really think that’s a sensible conclusion to draw, do you? Anyway, whatever my teenage hormones were telling me, she was an ice maiden – gave none of us the idea that she was remotely interested. Probably why Nate was so keen. He didn’t like to be beaten.’

      Connor looked at Leanne’s flushed cheeks. He had stayed out longer than he needed to that morning, mainly to avoid the dreaded trip into town, and she deserved better. Leanne had worked hard to keep them both afloat since his earnings had fallen through the floor, and she didn’t ask for much in return.

      ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘How about I dedicate the whole of tomorrow to shopping? We could go into town and perhaps have lunch somewhere? I’ll see Mallory now – take the hit, which I know is coming – and then it will be done. How does that sound?’

      He was relieved to see the tight line of Leanne’s mouth loosen, just in time for the doorbell to shatter the momentary silence, the length of its ring clearly signifying the feelings of their visitor.
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      It wasn’t until I’d stormed out of the house and jumped into the car that I thought about how long it would take me to drive to Connor’s and back. He lives on the outskirts of Bolton, close to where we all grew up, and our house is in south Manchester. I probably wasn’t safe to drive, my movements jerky, uncoordinated, but somehow I have arrived safely.

      Connor opens the door to my ring, and I am irritated to see he’s smiling. I don’t bother with a polite greeting.

      ‘You were always master of the venomous barb, Connor Healy, but Nate doesn’t deserve this.’

      ‘Come in, Mallory.’ He bends at the waist and his left arm flows out like that of an old-style butler showing me in.

      I want to stand my ground, but I’m not going to shout at him on the doorstep, so I march into the hall. I can see Leanne at the far end – at the entrance to the kitchen – leaning against the door jamb, legs crossed at the ankles, arms folded, and I do my best to smile at her. None of this is her fault, other than the fact she had the poor judgement to marry Connor.

      Their house is a mess – typical Connor. His bedroom when we were kids always felt like a health hazard with dirty clothes everywhere, half-eaten sandwiches on what passed for a desk, crushed Coke cans in a heap. Now, piles of washing sit on the stairs, and shoes litter the hall as if they’ve been kicked off and left where they landed. A coat stand groans under the weight of too many jackets, overcoats, macs, and hats, all piled on top of each other, and the walls are painted a sickly shade of yellow that I bet was marketed under the name Shortbread or something similar to make it sound warm and welcoming. It isn’t, especially not in this dimly lit hall, with the only light coming through the grubby glass in the door.

      Connor is watching me, a sardonic grin on his face. He has no doubt guessed what I’m thinking. He always used to call me a neat freak, but I’m not here to review his taste or his lifestyle.

      ‘You know why I’m here. I’ve seen your post. Fortunately, Nate hasn’t – at least, not yet.’

      ‘I’m flattered that you read my blog, Mallory. I didn’t realise you were a fan.’

      I bite the inside of my mouth. He always knew how to wind me up, and it seems he hasn’t lost the knack. I’m not going to explain that I was scouring the Internet for any mention of Cavendish Hope.

      ‘Why would you do this to him? That’s what I don’t understand. It’s a long time since we went our separate ways, but we were good friends once. And in case you’ve forgotten, Nate knew you cheated in exams at school and yet he never told a soul. Because you were a mate.’

      Connor’s smile fades slightly, but he quickly pastes it back in place. He clearly didn’t realise that I know this about him.

      ‘It’s my job to report the facts.’

      I can’t resist scoffing at this. ‘Only when it suits you. Have you become the type of journalist who believes the “gotcha” moment, the opportunity to make someone squirm, is more important that pursuing the truth? You may not have mentioned Nate by name, but you know he’s the one who’s been accused, don’t you?’

      Connor doesn’t deny this and looks back at me without blinking. Leanne is still standing in the doorway, watching, and I wish she would go away.

      ‘The question is, Connor, how do you know? The police aren’t involved – at least not in the harassment case – so even if you have sneaky police contacts, they couldn’t have passed it on. And it’s being kept under wraps at work, so how the hell do you know about this?’

      I’ve said something. I must have, because Connor is leaning slightly towards me, his brow creased.

      ‘What do you mean about the police? “Not in the harassment case,” you said. What do you mean?’

      I realise I have made a stupid mistake, and I don’t know how to cover it up.

      ‘What’s he done, Mallory? Why are the police involved?’

      I don’t know what to say. If he realises that Gabriella Stafford is missing, he’ll go straight to the tabloids with the story. I see Leanne shift, as if she knows something is coming – something that is far more interesting than anything she has heard up to now.
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      Before I have a chance to deflect Connor’s questions, or at least to bargain with him so I can discover who his informant is, his mobile rings. Without taking his eyes off me, he pulls it from the back pocket of his jeans.

      ‘Connor Healy,’ he says. As he listens, his eyes widen and his head jerks back. ‘Oh Christ, no!’

      His gaze returns to me, and he frowns. I feel a moment of fear. Whatever he’s just heard, it affects me too. I can tell from the way he’s looking at me.

      He’s speaking quickly, urgently, to whoever is on the other end of the phone. ‘I don’t know what I can do. What do the police say? You need to stick to their guidance.’

      Even from where I’m standing, I can hear frantic shouting, the words punctuated with sobs. Leanne advances from her position at the back of the hall and rests her hand on Connor’s shoulder.

      ‘Okay, okay,’ he says. ‘I’ll get back to you when I’ve had a think about what I might be able to do.’ He’s silent for a moment. ‘Yes, I promise. Until then, try to hold it together, if you can.’

      He ends the call, puts the phone in his pocket and reaches up to squeeze Leanne’s hand in acknowledgement of her concern.

      ‘That was Taya.’

      ‘Taya Kimura?’ I say rather inanely. ‘I saw her a few weeks ago. I didn’t know you were in touch.’

      ‘Why would you?’ His gaze is challenging. I feel vaguely uncomfortable about the fact that Taya has called Connor, although I don’t quite know why. Maybe because it feels as if the fragile strands of our past are somehow pulling us back together.

      Connor sighs, tired of taunting me. ‘We’re not, really. I wrote an article about her recently. A positive one, in case you’re wondering. I guess right now she would probably reach out to her worst enemy if she thought it would help.’

      I see Leanne’s puzzled frown, and Connor suddenly realises that we have no idea what he’s talking about.

      ‘Did you hear on the news a couple of hours ago that a baby’s been snatched from a supermarket car park?’ he asks. ‘They’re keeping the name under wraps because Raff hasn’t been told yet, but it’s Taya’s baby.’

      I feel a sickening jolt. Taya must be in pieces. She’s a woman for whom everything appeared to have fallen into place after she moved to Bern to train as a chef, returning with a wealthy, charming husband. Her life seemed complete after the birth of her beautiful child and the launch of a successful career, and I can’t begin to imagine her devastation the moment she realised her baby had been taken.

      ‘What does she want you to do?’ Leanne speaks before I have time to react.

      ‘She wants me to post all the information she has – her version of events plus everything the police have uncovered – because she says someone must know who’s done this. She thinks I could get it in the local papers, even the nationals.’

      Connor raises a hand and runs it through his hair.

      ‘Surely the police will have everything in hand?’ I say. ‘However good your contacts, Connor, theirs must be better.’

      ‘That’s the thing. The police have asked her to leave it to them, but she can’t bear to do nothing. There’s a procedure for dealing with kidnaps – if that’s what this is. I know from other cases I’ve covered that the police keep their ops covert if it’s a kidnap for ransom. Sometimes the kidnappers issue a threat: keep the police out of it, or your child, wife, sister, whoever, will be killed. But Taya’s baby was taken from a very public place, so I don’t know how they’ll be running things. And despite what Taya wants, I can’t do anything that might jeopardise the police investigation.’

      A thousand thoughts race through my mind. I’ve seen photos of Hana, and she’s exquisite. Is that why she’s been taken? The thought sends chills down my spine, and I convince myself that financial gain is a more likely motive, especially as Taya and her husband are not short of money. Maybe if they pay the ransom, Hana will be returned safe and well. I hope and pray that’s all it will take.

      ‘You can’t print anything, Connor.’

      He gives me a look. ‘Well, thank you for the vote of confidence. So glad you approve of my decision.’

      His antipathy towards me has returned, but much as I want to continue to grill him about the article and how he got the information about Nate, my heart is no longer in it. Whatever I’m facing, whatever Nate is facing, it’s nothing in comparison to the agony that Taya must be feeling at this moment.
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      Tom listened as the team briefed Philippa on the missing baby case, frustrated that while they were talking, they were losing time. But Philippa often had surprising insights, and it was sometimes difficult to remember she had once been out there investigating crimes, rather than spending her days in her office or in meetings.

      ‘Right, DI Sims,’ she said. ‘It seems you’re doing a good job. What are we doing to find anyone who may have had a grudge against Taya Kimura or her husband?’

      ‘The usual, ma’am. We’re reviewing social media for hate posts, scouring phone records, financials – but there’s nothing.’

      ‘She’s a private chef. I presume she advertises online and may collect reviews. Are there any nasty or provocative comments? Has anyone started trolling her?’

      Tom shook his head. ‘We’re looking into all of that, ma’am, although even in a world where people seem prepared to commit murder over a parking space it’s hard to believe someone would kidnap Taya’s baby because her canapés weren’t up to scratch.’

      Philippa gave him an irritated glare. ‘I understand that, DCI Douglas. But what if she got a little too close to some woman’s husband at one of the events she catered? Is there any suggestion that she’s been having an affair?’

      ‘Nothing we can find, but I’m going back out to talk to her shortly.’

      The meeting dragged on for longer than Tom would have liked, but in the end Philippa stood up.

      ‘Tell me about the case DI Robinson’s working on. A missing woman, yes? I’d like to check where that’s up to.’

      Tom indicated that the rest of the team could leave.

      ‘Listen, Philippa,’ he said, when they were alone. ‘You’re still on leave. We’ve got this. I can let you know if there’s anything.’

      ‘I wasn’t on leave, Tom. I was doing something supposedly work-related, but it was a load of bloody nonsense.’ Bloody was a strong word in Philippa’s vocabulary, so whatever she’d been doing, she wasn’t impressed. But she didn’t elaborate. ‘Let’s talk to Becky.’

      Before Tom could respond, Philippa had marched straight to the board behind Becky’s desk. She studied it for a few minutes.

      ‘Explain these photos to me, please, DI Robinson.’

      Becky pointed to an image of Gabriella Stafford.

      ‘This is the woman who’s missing. No one has seen or heard from her since Wednesday; her phone is switched off; she hasn’t withdrawn any money from the bank or paid for anything on a card, not that there’s any money in her account. She’s maxed out on just about everything. It’s extremely unusual for her to be out of touch for more than a few hours.’

      Philippa pointed to Nathan Brennan. ‘This man – is he a suspect?’

      ‘Gabriella, or Gabi, as she prefers to be known, accused him – Nathan Brennan – of sexual harassment, which is being investigated. They work together. He’s been suspended. However, his partner—’ Becky pointed to Mallory Hansen, ‘—says he was at home on Wednesday night, the night Gabi went missing.’

      Philippa stared at the image with a frown and turned to Tom. ‘I mentioned to you before that I’d attended an art exhibition which Taya Kimura catered. This woman—’ she tapped her finger on Mallory’s image, ‘—is the owner, or co-owner, of the gallery. While I can’t for the moment see the slightest link between a missing girl and an abducted baby, I really don’t like the fact that these two women are known to each other.’

      Tom and Becky exchanged a glance. Neither of them liked coincidences.

      ‘That’s interesting, ma’am. We’ll certainly check it out. In the meantime, where are we up to with the investigation, Becky?’

      ‘We know the CCTV from the bar where Gabi was supposedly heading is focused on the serving area, so we’ve asked the management to post a request on social media for anyone who took video or photos on their phones that night.’

      ‘Good. Any update on the ten thousand in cash?’ Tom asked.

      ‘Ten thousand?’ Philippa said.

      Tom explained about the envelope they had found. ‘We don’t know where the money came from, but on the basis it might have been a pay-off, we’ve looked at financial activity for both Nathan Brennan and Mallory Hansen. There are no large withdrawals.’

      ‘What about the gallery?’ Philippa asked.

      ‘Some large transactions, but mainly payments into its account rather than withdrawals. Any significant outgoings appear to be to reputable dealers or named artists. No cash.’

      Philippa looked at Tom. ‘I wonder if this gallery is entirely above board.’

      Tom knew what she meant. The art world was an ideal way to launder money.

      ‘Not sure they’d be inviting senior police officers onto the premises if there’s anything suspect going on, but we’ll check if any shell companies are involved. If they are and Hansen is a director, she could draw money down without it being reported.’

      Philippa nodded. ‘Enquire about the value of their cash sales too. There’s a per transaction cash limit, but it’s not unrealistic that she could have access to ten thousand without it showing in the gallery’s accounts. It could well be the source of the money.’

      ‘Excuse me, sir, ma’am.’ The voice was Keith’s. ‘The team at the retail park have examined Ms Kimura’s car. They found a note on the front seat which they feel certain must have been left by the perpetrator.’ Keith referred to his phone. ‘“Keep your mouth shut,” it says, the word “shut” in capitals.’

      Tom jumped to his feet and pushed back his chair. ‘Rob!’ he shouted across the incident room. ‘You’re with me!’
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      By the time I return home, Nate is back, sitting at the kitchen island, mindlessly stirring a cup of coffee. I don’t ask where he’s been because I don’t want any further conflict, and I certainly don’t want him to ask where I’ve been. I’m not ready to tell him about Connor’s blog post. It would add to his pain, and until I know more there’s nothing to be gained except more misery and disillusionment.

      My first thought is to fill Nate in on Taya’s baby, which I manage to do without mentioning Connor’s name. I imply that I found out from someone I work with.

      ‘Christ, poor Taya. What can we do? Should we go round? Call her?’

      I shake my head. ‘I don’t think so. She’s probably surrounded by police, waiting for a call with a ransom demand. I’ll text her – tell her we’re concerned and ask if there’s anything we can do.’

      Nate nods, relieved I am taking the problem away. But he’s going to be less pleased with what I have to say next.

      ‘There’s something else, though. If Gabriella doesn’t turn up soon, the police will release information about her disappearance. It will make the local news, and it’s only a matter of time until someone blabs to the press about the fact that she recently accused a work colleague of sexual harassment.’

      His body sags. ‘Are you trying to make me even more depressed than I already am?’

      I reach out and grasp his hand. ‘Of course not. But don’t you think you should talk to your parents? They need to be prepared, because if it’s going to come out, it’s better it comes from you.’

      At the look of horror on his face, I bite my lip. I don’t want to do this any more than he does, but it feels like the better option. Telling his father – even if the allegations are untrue – will be humiliating, but it will give Nate the opportunity to put his side of the story. And I can try to talk to his mother. Barbara is a slave to the whims of her husband and never contradicts him, but Nate needs at least one of them to be on his side.

      It takes some persuading, but finally he sees the sense in telling them.

      The drive to his parents’ house takes place in silence. I’m struggling to swallow, my throat tight with stress, and I know Nate will be running through the words he might use, the explanations he might give, trying to work out what he could say which will cause the least disappointment to his father.

      The journey passes quickly – probably because neither of us wants to arrive – and in less than thirty minutes we’re sitting in the car at the bottom of his parents’ drive. I twist the rear-view mirror and grab my bag from the back seat to retrieve my comb and lipstick.

      ‘Ready?’ I say a minute later.

      Nate shakes his head as he pulls open the car door. ‘No.’

      Slowly, reluctantly, we walk up the path. I reach for his hand and squeeze it. Nate takes one look at me, closes his eyes briefly and presses the doorbell. Even though he lived in this house all his life until the day he left for university, he doesn’t have a key and would never contemplate walking round and going in through the back door. He is a visitor now.

      Barbara opens the door with an expression of surprise. ‘Nathan, darling. And Mallory! How nice. Were we expecting you?’

      We’re still standing on the doorstep as if we’re Jehovah’s Witnesses trying to convert her to our faith.

      ‘Can we come in, Mum?’

      She glances over her shoulder as if not sure what to do, and I realise that since we have been together, we have never arrived unannounced or without an invitation.

      ‘I suppose so. Your father is in the garden. Go into the drawing room, and I’ll get him.’

      We shuffle into the bland lounge which she persists in calling a drawing room – a rather grand name for a medium-sized room in which everything is a shade of magnolia – and I can tell Nate already feels at a disadvantage, as if there is an automatic assumption that he is in the wrong. Barbara returns to the room and perches on the very edge of a chair.

      ‘He won’t be long.’

      We sit in silence for a moment or two, and I can see she is searching for a topic of conversation.

      ‘I saw that old friend of yours the other day. Connor Healy. Have you seen him recently?’

      I feel myself twitch and hope Nate doesn’t notice.

      Nate shakes his head. ‘Not for a while, no.’

      ‘Well, there’s a boy who’s grown into his face.’

      Despite everything, I chuckle because it’s true. Connor always had a face that seemed too big for the rest of him, but he has grown into it.

      Nate gives me an enquiring glance. ‘Have you seen him?’

      I’m saved by the appearance of Nigel in the doorway. For some unaccountable reason, Barbara springs to her feet.

      ‘What is it?’ he says without a word of greeting. ‘I can only assume you’re here because you have something important to discuss. I doubt it’s a social visit.’ I’ve always thought Nigel a detestable man, but never more so than now.

      ‘You’d better sit down – both of you,’ Nate mumbles. ‘I’ve got something I need to tell you.’

      Nigel lowers himself into an armchair and leans back, hands on thighs, lips pursed. He listens as Nate recounts the events of the last few days. Barbara’s eyes are flicking from her husband to her son. She looks worried. It’s not clear if she’s concerned about what is happening to Nate, or how Nigel will respond.

      ‘So that’s where we are, Dad. The woman went missing on Wednesday night, so I’m in the clear because I was home with Mallory.’

      I look down at my hands, scared my face will give away what I’m thinking – that neither of us is truly in the clear.

      His dad scoffs. ‘As if that counts. They’re not going to take the word of your wife, are they?’

      I want to protest that I’m not his wife, but now isn’t the time, and it’s an old argument. They can’t cope with calling me his partner. That word is reserved for someone Nigel is paired with in a golf competition.

      Barbara jumps up. ‘I’ll make us some coffee.’ And she’s gone in a flash.

      I’m not sure whether I should stay and help defend Nate, but I guess he will be more embarrassed if I listen as he tries to justify himself to his father, who will remain silent until the end, at which point he will give his verdict. For a man used to negotiating deals worth millions of pounds, Nate’s transformation to a humble supplicant is heartbreaking, and I can’t bear to watch.

      Instead, I follow Barbara into the kitchen.

      ‘Nate felt he should come and tell you this himself, Barbara. He knows there’s a chance it will make the news, and although it’s difficult for him to talk about, he needs you to understand what really happened.’

      Barbara isn’t looking at me. She’s focusing on measuring coffee into the cafetière.

      ‘Do you believe him – that he didn’t behave inappropriately?’

      I’m quite shocked that his mother could ask this. As his partner I’m ashamed of my doubts, but that’s because I keep telling myself there are women everywhere who have blindly trusted their men, only to be proved wrong. But Nate’s her son!

      ‘He wouldn’t jeopardise his career for a woman,’ I tell her.

      She pours on the boiling water. ‘I don’t understand how the world works any longer. Even if he did say or do something inappropriate, why did she have to report it? Why didn’t she just say, “No thank you. Please don’t touch me again,” and move on? That’s what we did when I was young.’

      ‘Not all women have the confidence to do that, and no one should be made to feel uncomfortable or, even worse, feel obliged to have sex with their boss for fear of losing their job.’

      Barbara puts down the kettle rather too heavily. ‘You do believe her, then?’

      ‘No! I was speaking hypothetically. Any accusation has to be taken seriously, though, and it often becomes a case of who you want to trust, if there’s no evidence either way.’

      ‘Anyway,’ she carries on as she pushes down the plunger on the coffee, ‘you know Nathan was a bit of a one with the girls when he was younger. You’ve no idea what I had to put up with. Girls would turn up at the door to see him – uninvited, I might add.’

      I knew that was true. No one was ever invited here.

      Barbara hasn’t finished. ‘They used to phone him at all times of the day and night. They never believed me when I told them he was out. It was a relief when we bought him a mobile phone so he could deal with it all himself.’

      ‘Just because girls found him attractive doesn’t mean he would ever abuse that position.’

      She looks at me and raises her eyebrows. ‘He let girls down, though, didn’t he? Do you remember when he went to Edinburgh? He changed his phone number. He made some excuse, but I’m sure it was to stop girls from calling him. One girl was brazen enough to ask me for his number, but I didn’t give it to her.’

      I’m not entirely surprised by this. I remember getting new contact details from him a couple of weeks after he left home, and my mind flashes back to that time. I wonder which of the many girls he dumped had tried to get in touch.

      ‘And then there was that other business.’ Barbara glances over her shoulder towards the lounge. Her voice drops to a whisper. ‘I never told Nathan, but if you’re thinking of marrying my son there’s something I should tell you.’

      We have never mentioned marriage to Nathan’s parents, although they obviously expect it. I say nothing and wait.

      ‘I tried to tell Nigel about it, but he said as Nathan’s mother it was my job to deal with it. I’ve kept it to myself ever since, but if Nathan’s conduct with this woman gets in the papers, it will all come creeping out of the woodwork, as these things tend to. It’s better you’re prepared.’

      I want to scream at her for not trusting her son, for assuming the worst of him. But I want to know what she’s talking about, so I bite the inside of my cheek.

      ‘Some letters came for Nathan not long after he’d left for Edinburgh. I didn’t know whether to forward them or leave them until he was back at the end of term, so I opened them to see if they were important.’

      I only just stop myself from gasping at this, but if I show my horror, she’ll stop talking.

      ‘He’d got himself into a bit of bother, and I wasn’t sure what to do. If I told him, I didn’t know what he’d do and it could have ruined his career, so I decided on balance it was better not to. I wrote back instead and asked the girl what she wanted.’ Barbara pauses while she gets milk from the fridge and pours it into a jug. She raises her head and looks at me. ‘She wanted money for her baby.’
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      I’m still reeling from the shock of Barbara’s words as she puts the finishing touches to the coffee tray, including a totally unnecessary plate of digestive biscuits, as if she’s entertaining the vicar, not a son desperately concerned about his future.

      She looks as if she’s about to pick up the tray and take it into the lounge, and I have to stop her.

      ‘Barbara, please put the tray down for a moment. Tell me about this baby.’

      Her lips clamp together. ‘There’s nothing to tell. I thought I was doing the right thing, saving him from ruining his life. But it seems he’s done that anyway now. Imagine if it had got out, that our son had got a girl pregnant! Nigel wouldn’t have been able to live with the shame.’

      ‘That’s not fair! Anyone who has sex risks pregnancy, however careful they are, and we were all eighteen. It doesn’t make him a sleazy predator!’

      Barbara gives a disdainful sniff. She’s not used to me being argumentative, basically because she doesn’t know me very well.

      ‘Whatever you think, Mallory, it would have been mortifying for all of us.’

      I want to tell her it’s not her job to be mortified. She should be supportive! Then I remember my own ambivalence, my concern about how the accusation against Nate might reflect on me, and I’m appalled at myself.

      ‘I gave her five thousand pounds to buy things for the baby,’ Barbara continues, ‘and thought that was that. But it wasn’t. She kept asking for more for the child after it was born – a boy, apparently.’

      ‘Did she think the money was from Nate?’

      ‘I imagine so, because it came from an account in the name of N. Brennan – Nigel, of course. Anyway, after a few years the letters stopped, and I believed that was the end of it, but they started again recently. I refused to pay her, and she threatened to reveal the child’s paternity. I said I’d report her to the police for blackmail if she didn’t stop.’

      I gulp back a shocked response.

      ‘How did she respond?’

      ‘A couple of letters, but I thought if I didn’t open them, I wouldn’t have to read her threats.’

      ‘Didn’t she ask if Nate wanted to meet his son?’

      ‘She didn’t want him involved in the child’s life, and I was hardly going to persuade her.’

      I swallow hard. ‘What’s the boy called? Has she sent you photos?’

      ‘She offered to, but I don’t want to see them. I don’t even know for sure if she’s telling the truth. She could have made it all up, and we’ll never know the child, so it’s better not to. I haven’t asked its name.’

      It! I scream inside my head. He’s not an it – he’s your fucking grandchild!

      I feel a violent urge to race into the lounge, grab Nate and run from the house, telling him we are never coming back here. I thought Barbara was the decent one, but at least Nigel only condemns with silence. Barbara’s attitude fills me with horror.

      Despite my longing to escape, I control my inner disgust and take a breath.

      ‘If Nate has a child – a boy who will be fourteen now – don’t you think he has a right to know?’

      She tuts as if it’s a stupid question. ‘I suppose he’ll have to now. As I said, if news of this latest misdemeanour of his gets into the papers, you can be sure the woman will rear her ugly head.’ She picks up the tray again and heads towards the door. ‘You know, Mallory, all we’ve ever wanted is for our son to be a success, but it’s out of our hands. I’ll leave it to you whether to tell him or not.’

      My bitterness at her assumption of his guilt is tempered with confusion. Instinctively I know it’s wrong to say nothing to him about the child, but is this the right time to reveal such a long-standing secret? Perhaps I should do some digging before I decide.

      ‘What was her name – the girl who wrote to you?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter. I wish I hadn’t told you now. Just a girl who met Nathan before he went to Edinburgh. Nobody we knew. She’d been planning to follow him, but his mobile number wasn’t working.’ Barbara smiles at that, as if Nate had been clever to stop the mother of his child from pursuing him.

      It doesn’t really make sense to me. Even if this girl couldn’t contact him by phone, it’s hard to understand why she didn’t simply go to Scotland to find him. She must have known he was studying law if she’d been seeing him. Surely it wouldn’t have been that hard. Unless, of course, she didn’t want to find him. Maybe she just wanted money.

      Whatever the reason, I’m going to persuade Barbara to give me her name. I’ll find her. And then I’ll choose the right moment to tell Nate.
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      The door to the Fischers’ sleek, modern property opened before Tom had a chance to knock. Charley Hughes gave him a sad smile; she would be feeling for this family.

      ‘DCI Douglas, good to see you.’

      ‘You too, Charley. You’ve met DS Cumba, I gather?’

      ‘I have, yes. Hi, Rob.’

      ‘How is she, Charley?’ Rob asked.

      ‘Much as you’d expect. Out of her mind, and not helped by the fact that she hasn’t been able to tell her husband what’s happened yet.’

      ‘Ah, we’ve got some news on that. Fischer’s plane took off from Geneva about forty-five minutes ago. We could get a call through to him, but probably not a great idea when he’s in charge of an aircraft. Where’s Taya now?’

      ‘In the kitchen,’ she said, indicating the way along a wide, spacious hall.

      Tom glanced at the pale wooden flooring and wondered if he should offer to take his shoes off. Charley was barefoot, and so with a nod to Rob, they both bent to remove their shoes and followed Charley towards a double doorway through which he could see a sleek white kitchen. There was a dense silence to the house, as if it was completely insulated from the world outside.

      ‘Kitchen’ was a bit of a misnomer for the vast room they entered. It stretched the full width of the back of the house, and although state-of-the-art units and appliances occupied a third of the space, the centre of the room housed a dining table for twelve people, with several sofas and chairs grouped at the far end. The entire outer wall was glass, offering views of a beautiful tropical-style garden. Tree ferns and small palms surrounded a bubbling pool, the whole area protected by high brick walls to create a microclimate for the exotic plants.

      Taya Kimura had her back to the view, sitting hunched on a low mint-green sofa that looked both elegant and supremely uncomfortable.

      ‘Thanks for seeing us again,’ Tom said, taking a seat opposite her on a chair clearly not designed for a six-foot-tall man.

      Taya picked a tissue from a box and blew her nose.

      ‘Do you have any news?’

      ‘A little, but I’m sorry to say we haven’t found Hana yet. I can tell you, though, that your husband’s plane is due to land in Manchester in an hour.’ Taya gave a brief sob of relief, and Tom gave her a moment before he continued. ‘One of my officers will meet him there and explain what’s happened.’

      Taya bit her lip. ‘He’s going to blame me. I shouldn’t have left her in the car. I know I shouldn’t.’

      Tom leaned forward. ‘No one, least of all your husband, is going to blame you,’ he said, hoping that was true. ‘What were you supposed to do – leave her out in the wind and rain while you unpacked the shopping? I’m sure he won’t think it was your fault.’

      The poor woman looked terrified, but nodded and dropped her head. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, ‘but can someone drive him home? I don’t want him speeding to get back here.’

      ‘We’ll deal with that. Don’t worry. There is something we need to talk to you about, though. We’ve found your car.’

      Taya’s head shot up. ‘Hana?’

      Tom shook his head. ‘As I said, we haven’t found her, I’m afraid, but there’s no suggestion she was harmed in any way before she was removed from the car.’ He didn’t want to use the word ‘blood’, but that’s what Taya would probably be thinking. ‘I promise I’ll tell you immediately if we find her. But we think we know how the abduction was organised, and believe me, that’s a great start. There was something in the car – a note – and I want to check it wasn’t already there, that it isn’t yours.’

      Tom found the image of the note on his phone and turned it towards Taya.

      ‘Have you seen this piece of paper before?’

      Taya stared at the screen, her eyes round. ‘It’s not mine! It wasn’t there before. I know it wasn’t. What does it mean?’

      Tom turned the phone away and pushed it into his pocket. ‘We don’t know, but it suggests to me that this is personal – a crime committed by someone who knows you. They’re asking you to keep quiet about something, and it can’t be the kidnap because that happened in a public place. Do you have any idea what it might refer to?’

      Taya was turning her wedding ring round and round on her finger, but her eyes never left Tom’s.

      ‘I don’t know. I haven’t got a clue.’

      ‘What about your clients? Could you have inadvertently discovered something when you were working at a client’s house or office? Did you see anything that might be incriminating? Maybe someone stealing, or being where they shouldn’t be, or evidence of an affair?’

      She slowly shook her head. ‘Nothing I can think of. When I’m working I’m only interested in the food and whether people are enjoying it. I’ve practised the art of blocking out the behaviour of clients. If someone’s taken Hana to stop me talking, how will I get her back if I don’t know what I’m supposed to stay quiet about?’

      ‘We’ve got leads to follow up, Taya. I know it’s hard to think of anything but Hana right now, but if you could find time to focus on anything you may have witnessed, I’d be grateful. Please talk to Charley if anything comes to mind. In the meantime, I’d like to show you some CCTV footage of the person who drove your car away. We believe it’s a woman, based on shape, movement and several other factors. We know how she entered the car park and how she left. Unfortunately, her face was covered most of the time, but are you up to taking a look? If you know her or have met her, there might be something you recognise in the way she moves, or some mannerisms we haven’t picked up.’

      Tom knew this was going to be difficult for Taya. Part of the footage showed the woman alone, walking from the end of the ginnel across the car park. But a crucial clip showed her approaching Taya’s car – approaching Hana.

      Rob handed Tom a tablet which he turned towards Taya, who peered at the montage put together from various CCTV angles. There was a sharp intake of breath as she saw the woman approach the Jeep, but after watching a couple of times she shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘That’s okay – it was a long shot, and she’s well disguised. There’s one thing, though. Our CCTV experts have noticed a couple of shots where we can see her shoes, and they’re quite distinctive. They’ve been identified as Athletic Propulsion Labs sneakers. Quite expensive.’

      He selected an image from his screen. ‘This photo is from a store that sells the same brand and style – a grey weave, white sole. Do you know anyone who wears this style of shoe?’

      Again, Taya shook her head slowly.

      ‘Okay. We’ll ask your husband when we see him.’ Tom handed the tablet back to Rob and took a breath. He hated this part. ‘There are a couple of other things I’d like to discuss. They’re a little sensitive, but I assure you we’re asking only in the interests of getting your daughter back.’

      Taya raised her head to stare blankly at Tom, and he wondered how much more she could take.

      ‘I asked about problems in your marriage – whether your husband might have been involved in abducting your daughter, and you assured me that wasn’t the case. We’ve confirmed that, according to his flight plan, he was out of the country at the time Hana disappeared. What we also need to understand, though, is whether either of you may have had a relationship outside your marriage. We need to consider if the person who took Hana could be someone who was perhaps rejected by you or your husband, a relationship that ended, and they’re taking revenge?’

      Taya’s eyes filled with tears again. ‘I don’t believe Raff has been unfaithful, and I certainly haven’t. But what do we ever know about anyone else, Chief Inspector? All I can say is that Raff is an orderly type of man – very considered. He has high standards – a significant part of the reason I married him. He’s a perfectionist, courteous, considerate. If he met someone else he would tell me – out of a sense of duty – even before he stepped out of line.’

      There was nothing Tom could say to that, although he was keen to meet the man to make his own assessment. In the meantime, all he could do was delve more deeply into both her and her husband’s clients, to check if anyone may have a grievance against either of them.

      ‘We’re both used to dealing with high-net-worth clients, Mr Douglas. And I don’t have unhappy clients. I take great care to exceed their expectations, and I can think of no reason why anyone would do this to me. Those I choose to work for are generally pleasant, successful people.’

      ‘I believe Mallory Hansen, the co-owner of the Black and Hansen art gallery, is one of your clients?’

      ‘The gallery is, yes, but not specifically Mallory. One of her colleagues booked me. I’ve done a couple of events for them now. Why do you want to know about Mallory? She’s not a difficult customer. We went to school together.’

      ‘So you’re friends?’

      Taya shrugged. ‘We used to be, but now I only see her when I cater for an event. We lost touch years ago, and the bookings from the gallery are based on my reputation. Mallory isn’t the type of person to do an old friend a favour if it risks an event going badly.’

      ‘And her partner, Nathan Brennan?’

      ‘Same story, really. Nate came to one of the gallery receptions and then suggested me to someone at his firm. I did an event there a couple of weeks ago, but I didn’t get a chance to talk to him. Charming guy – but then he always was, as long as you didn’t make the mistake of falling for him.’
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      Finally, Becky thought as her call was answered.

      ‘Michaela Stafford? Detective Inspector Becky Robinson here.’

      She could hear panting, then the sound of a door slamming.

      ‘Have you found out where Gabi is?’ a gasping voice asked.

      ‘No, I’m afraid not, but I do have a few more questions.’

      ‘Give me a second to catch my breath.’ There was a pause and Becky waited. ‘Sorry, it’s just started to rain again, and I’ve run from the bus stop. Bloody weather.’

      ‘I’m guessing you still haven’t heard from your sister, Miss Stafford?’

      ‘No. Not a word. I’ve tried everything I can think of, and anyone she may have been in touch with. My friends keep telling me she’s a grown woman and might have been whisked off to Paris for a long weekend with a hot man. I’m sure she wouldn’t do that without telling me, but perhaps I’m overreacting.’

      Becky could hear the concern in the other woman’s voice. Not quite panic, but heading that way.

      ‘What about other members of your family – your parents, other siblings?’

      ‘No parents or siblings. Gabi never knew our dad. He cleared off when she was born and never bothered to keep in touch, even when Mum died. Gabi was only ten when that happened, and we had no idea where he was. I wasn’t interested in finding him, to tell you the truth.’

      ‘I’m sorry about your mum. Did you go into care after her death?’

      ‘No. I was nineteen, so I brought Gabi up. The courts went through some process to find our father, but I knew he wouldn’t be interested.’

      Becky tried to imagine how it would feel to be nineteen and suddenly find yourself with a grief-stricken ten-year-old to bring up.

      ‘You said she usually calls you every morning. Is there a specific reason, or is it just for a chat?’

      Michaela’s voice cracked as she spoke. ‘My little girl, Piper, is in hospital. Gabi calls every day to see how she is. Piper’s due to come home this week for a break in her treatment, and Gabi was planning to take time off to be here with us. I can’t believe she would abandon us like this – particularly Piper.’

      Michaela’s stress levels were clearly mounting, and to Becky it seemed implausible that Gabi had just walked away from her family.

      ‘I’m sorry to have to ask you these questions, Michaela, and I promise we’re doing everything we can to find Gabi. We’ve discovered that she recently accused a colleague of sexual harassment. Can you tell me what you know about that?’

      ‘What? She never mentioned that! Why wouldn’t she tell me? Oh God, poor Gabi.’

      ‘Maybe she didn’t want to bother you if you were worried about your daughter. When she told you she was going out on Wednesday night, you said there was someone she wanted to see. Did she give you any idea who that might be, or why she was meeting him or her?’

      Michaela groaned. ‘I should have asked her, I know, but I was distracted. I should have listened, known there was something wrong.’

      Becky felt for the woman. She had so much to worry about with her child. She didn’t need this.

      ‘There’s something else I need to mention, Michaela. I’m sorry if this is distressing, but it’s all in the interests of finding your sister. We’ve searched her flat and a couple of things have come to light. We found an envelope with a lot of cash in it. Does that mean anything to you?’

      Michaela was silent, and once again Becky waited.

      ‘No,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if I knew my sister at all. She told me she was broke and I couldn’t understand why. She has a good job and isn’t flashy with clothes and stuff. She was partying hard at one point, but that’s a while ago now. I suspected she was taking something, but when I asked, she denied it. Did you find any drugs in the flat?’

      Becky was able to reassure Michaela that they hadn’t. ‘The other thing we heard from her flatmate was that some guy had been bothering Gabi – he turned up a couple of times. It’s possible this is the man she accused of harassment, but do you know of any other boyfriends – past or present – who it could be?’

      ‘She did have a boyfriend. It was a while ago, though, and he dumped her, not the other way round, although she seemed relieved it was over.’

      ‘Do you have a name?’

      ‘She always referred to him as Jace – with a “c” – in her texts. I don’t know if it was short for Jason. I never knew his surname. Look, Inspector, my sister is quite vulnerable. She never quite got over Mum’s death. She was there, you see.’

      ‘When you say she was there…’

      ‘Mum was killed by a car that swerved off the road and onto the pavement. Gabi was holding her hand at the time and was injured.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Michaela. That must have been harrowing for both of you. Was someone arrested?’

      There was a bark of unamused laughter. ‘No one. The police said they suspected kids, probably drunk, but they never found them.’
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      Tom leaned back in the passenger seat of Rob’s car and closed his eyes briefly. He needed to concentrate, to draw all the strands together – if there was anything to draw together. Rob had the sense not to speak, and Tom was impressed by the restraint his sergeant was exercising. Rob didn’t do silence well.

      ‘Rob, can you see any link at all between Gabriella Stafford’s disappearance and Hana Fischer’s abduction?’

      ‘Other than the fact that some of those involved knew each other, no. I wish I could, boss. Maybe for once it really is a coincidence.’

      Coincidence – a word that Tom felt should be obliterated from the English language, or at least from the police lexicon. He grunted with irritation. He didn’t want to be in a car somewhere in south Manchester; he wanted to be back with his team, searching for a missing little girl. She was his number-one priority, but he had to follow up on Philippa’s suggestion of looking into the finances of Mallory Hansen’s gallery and couldn’t ignore his concern about Gabi Stafford.

      ‘Becky’s meeting me at Nathan Brennan’s house, Rob. Drop me off and then get back to the incident room. Keith will collect Raff Fischer from the airport and break the news to him.’

      Tom’s thoughts returned to Taya, looking so forlorn in that vast space, and not for the first time he was hit by the horror she must have felt when she saw her car being driven away with her baby inside. She seemed so alone, and the sooner they could get her husband home to her, the better.

      Becky’s car was already outside Brennan’s house, and as Rob drove off Tom walked over and pulled open the door.

      ‘You ready, Becky?’

      ‘They’re not here, so you’d better get in. They’re on their way back from visiting Brennan’s parents. Should be about ten minutes. It’s a chance for a catch-up, though.’

      ‘Progress?’

      ‘A bit, but not as conclusive as I’d like. I’ve spoken to Gabi’s sister.’

      Tom listened as Becky filled him in. Despite Becky’s suggestion that Gabi may have wanted to avoid worrying her sister, it seemed strange not to have mentioned the harassment issue.

      ‘We’ve been through her phone records, and apart from calls to and from Michaela, there’s very little. There are no text messages to speak of. I guess most of her contacts, including Michaela, have iPhones so she generally used iMessage – encrypted, of course. Unless we can get hold of her phone, we don’t know what’s been said. There is one number that’s texted her twice, and it’s unregistered, so—’

      ‘How long ago?’

      ‘A couple of weeks, and the service provider only holds text content for seven days.’

      ‘Bollocks. So without either of the phones, we only have dates and times – no content. I presume you’ve tried calling the burner?’

      ‘Yep – repeatedly. But it’s switched off, and if it’s got anything to do with her disappearance it’s probably at the bottom of the River Irwell by now. Anyway, the social media posts from the bar in town are bearing some fruit. We’ve had a few videos and a couple of stills. We haven’t spotted Gabi on any of them yet, but if they keep coming, you never know. According to her sister, she usually wears a bright-coloured scarf. She has a scar on her throat from an accident, and she likes to keep it covered. Michaela sent a photo of her favourite scarf, so it should be easy to pick Gabi out from the crowd.’

      ‘Good. Anything else?’

      ‘Gabi doesn’t post much on social media, but there’s one shot outside a gym, so we called them. She’s been a member for about six months. No one seems to know her particularly well, but one of the receptionists remembers another member asking if he could leave an envelope for Gabi. The receptionist agreed to put it under the counter and give it to her, if he saw her. He went on his break, and when he came back the envelope had gone. He assumed one of his colleagues had given it to her.’

      ‘When was this?’

      ‘About ten days ago.’

      ‘And you’re wondering if this might be the envelope you found with the money in? Dodgy handing it over to be put under the counter, wouldn’t you say?’

      ‘I know. It was probably just a letter, but we’ll get prints from the receptionists. If they match those on the envelope containing the money, it’ll confirm it’s the same one.’

      ‘Do they know who the man with the envelope was?’ Tom asked.

      ‘He must be a member or he wouldn’t have got in, but the receptionist who spoke to him doesn’t know him by name. Normally they could check key-card access at around the relevant time, but the engineers were working on the system so people were just flashing their membership cards and walking through. Anyway, he’s agreed to look through the CCTV from that day.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Maybe. As I said, we couldn’t find much on Gabi’s social media. There’s strangely nothing prior to a year ago, so we looked at the more active of her few friends and went back through their earlier posts. Gabi looks seriously drunk on some photos, and she’s hanging out with a guy who looks old enough to be her father. Maybe something in her past has caught up with her.’

      Before Tom could ask more, a blue Audi pulled onto Brennan’s drive. A man opened the passenger door and walked, head bowed, towards the house. A woman with shoulder-length platinum-blonde hair got out from the driver’s side and followed him.

      Tom heard a quiet ‘Wow’ from Becky and looked at her in surprise.

      ‘The coat, Tom. I’m lusting after the coat, not the woman.’

      He could see her point. Mallory Hansen was wearing a striking bright red coat. From the front it resembled a short, belted trench coat, but when she turned to walk into the house, he saw that it flared below the belt line with a row of crisp pleats and a central line of buttons. There weren’t many women who could have carried off that coat, but Mallory Hansen was certainly one of them.
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      I’m still dizzy from the shock of everything that happened at Nate’s parents’ house. I have said nothing to Nate about the baby, and I’m still trying to decide what to do. He needs to know, but I should demand more information from Barbara before I tell him half a story. I’m not sure he could take it right now. He retreated into his own world after talking to his father. I asked what his dad had said, and he responded with a mirthless snort.

      ‘I’m a disappointment, it seems. Not that this is breaking news, of course.’

      He sat hunched against the side of the car for the entire journey, staring out of the side window so I couldn’t see his face.

      ‘Don’t let your dad’s attitude deflect you from what really matters here. We’ve got to make Gabi admit that she’s lying.’

      ‘A bit difficult to get her to own up to what she’s done when she’s missing,’ Nate mutters. ‘She must have been quite disturbed to make those allegations, and something had clearly upset her that evening when I took her into my office. What if she feels like an idiot now and she’s done something stupid?’

      I glance sideways at him and decide not to admit I’ve had a similar thought. It’s too horrific to contemplate.

      Nate seems broken. Maybe telling his parents about the allegation was the wrong decision. I’d hoped it might make things easier, that they might offer him some support or love, but I was wrong. It’s made things worse.

      Before we left his parents’ house, we tried to shift the focus away from Nate by telling Barbara and Nigel the dreadful news about Taya’s missing baby.

      ‘I barely remember her,’ Barbara said with a dismissive shrug. ‘She was a bit full of herself, from what I remember. But then so were you, Mallory, and frankly I was glad Nathan didn’t date either of you. Of course, you’ve changed now,’ she added, as something of an afterthought.

      ‘Whatever Taya was like, or is like, I can’t even begin to imagine how she’s feeling right now.’

      My biting tone was met by silence, and as I searched in vain for a plausible excuse to get up and leave, DI Robinson called. It must be rare for an interview with the police to seem a better option than spending time with family, but we were grateful for a reason to escape. The detective told me she was bringing a chief inspector with her, and that’s unsettling. I’ve no idea why they need to talk to us again.

      As we approach the house, I see a car parked next to the gate, and before we make it to the front door, DI Robinson and a tall man with dark blond hair get out of the vehicle. He looks across the roof of the car at his colleague, and whatever she says, it makes him smile. It lights up his face – a momentary insight into the person beneath the smart suit – but when he turns towards us his expression is serious. It strikes me he would be a good man to have on our side, but a powerful adversary.

      I wait at the door as they follow us up the path. Nate has trudged inside, saying he needs a glass of water. I suspect he really wants a moment to pull himself together.

      ‘DCI Tom Douglas. I’m sorry we’ve had to disturb you, Miss Hansen, but we have a few more questions to ask, if that’s okay.’

      ‘Of course,’ I say and show them into the living room. They take one of the sofas and I sit opposite, regretting that I offered them the sofa with its back to the window. I’m in full daylight, while they are in shadow. ‘Nate will be with us in a moment.’

      ‘That’s fine. It’s you we’ve come to talk to.’

      I flinch at his words. Why on earth do they want to talk to me? I swallow and wait for him to speak.

      ‘Can you tell us about your gallery – how it works on a financial basis? How do you buy and sell your artwork?’

      The gallery?

      Confused as I feel, I can’t think of any reason not to answer. ‘We buy direct from artists or at auction. We regularly put on small exhibitions, and people either make a purchase at the event or buy later from our online store. There are some customers who come into the gallery to browse, and hopefully choose a painting. But if this is about Gabriella Stafford, I’m fairly certain she never came into the gallery – at least, not when I was there.’

      ‘And how do they pay?’

      The detective must see my bewilderment, because he gives me an encouraging smile and ignores the reference to Gabi.

      ‘Almost all transactions are completed by credit card. It’s only when we sell to companies – perhaps artwork for their reception area or boardroom – that payments might be made by bank transfer.’

      ‘Cash?’

      ‘Rarely, and always within the government-defined limits. Look, can you please tell me why you need to know this? I can show you the accounts, if it helps.’

      ‘Just a couple more questions, and then it will become clear. When you get a cash payment, how is this accounted for in your books? We’re not from HMRC, and we’re too busy to focus on any infringement of the rules, but cash is pretty much untraceable, isn’t it – so how do you make sure that it’s all accurately recorded?’

      ‘Buyers of art like to ensure they can prove the provenance of a piece, so we give them a sales receipt. We keep a copy. If someone pays three thousand pounds for a painting, they want their receipt to reflect that value, for insurance purposes if nothing else, so we would never record a lower value.’

      I don’t know if he believes me because he must know that if we were laundering money we could falsify the receipts, but at that moment Nate comes into the room and apologises for keeping the detectives waiting.

      ‘They were asking me about the gallery accounts, Nate.’ I give a small shrug to show that I have no idea why, and two lines appear between his eyes.

      DCI Douglas leans forward. ‘We’ve discovered that someone seems to have paid Gabriella Stafford a considerable sum of money – in cash. We have to consider why that might have been, and whether it was in any way related to the sexual harassment claim.’

      I feel Nate tense beside me, and I finally understand why they are interested in the finances of the gallery.

      ‘You think I paid her to drop the accusation? Is that what you’re suggesting? That I took money from the gallery? Which might explain why you can’t find any trace of a large withdrawal from either of our accounts – because I bet you’ve looked, haven’t you?’

      The chief inspector is unperturbed by my outburst. ‘A young woman is missing, Miss Hansen. We will do whatever is necessary to find her.’

      There is no trace of irritation in his voice, and that makes it worse. I want to scream and shout at him – at anyone. A woman has made an accusation against my partner, and next thing you know I’m being investigated for either stealing or laundering money to pay someone off – someone who has now disappeared.

      The senior detective nods to DI Robinson, and she takes over.

      ‘Can I ask you about your relationship with Taya Kimura?’

      That brings me back down to earth. Whatever our problems, they are not as bad as hers.

      ‘You mean about her baby? We heard about that. She must be frantic. I sent her a text, but I didn’t call because I guessed she’d need to leave the line free.’

      ‘We know about the text.’

      Of course they do. They must be monitoring her phone.

      ‘More to the point, Miss Hansen, what we don’t understand is how you know about her baby being abducted? We haven’t released that information to the public yet.’

      I feel a moment’s alarm. I should have told Nate about Connor’s article, and that I went to see him.

      ‘It was someone I know – they must have heard it from Taya.’

      ‘Can you be more specific, please?’

      I think again about the fact that they are monitoring her phones. Even if they didn’t hear her conversation with Connor – and maybe Taya was naive to believe they weren’t listening – they will know exactly who she called.

      ‘It was Connor Healy,’ I mumble, almost as if there’s a chance that Nate won’t hear.

      His head snaps round towards me, a question burning brightly in his eyes. But I look away.
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      Tom was watching the interactions between the couple. Previously, Becky had said she had the distinct impression that Mallory wasn’t sure if Nathan was telling the truth about Gabriella, but he had seen no sign of that. Mallory was uncomfortable about the questions relating to the art gallery, but she didn’t look worried enough to suggest she was involved in serious fraud or money laundering.

      Her biggest concern seemed to be Brennan’s reaction to the news that she had been in touch with Connor Healy, and sensing the unease between the two of them at the mention of Healy’s name, Tom decided to push a little more. He didn’t understand why Mallory was avoiding her partner’s eyes.

      ‘How do you know Connor Healy, Miss Hansen?’

      ‘He was at school with us – with both of us.’

      ‘He’s a friend, is he?’

      Mallory’s eyes flicked towards Nathan. ‘He used to be. About three years ago he moved back here with his wife Leanne. We’ve maybe bumped into them twice since then.’

      ‘But you’ve been in touch today?’

      She looked at her hands, clasped tightly together in her lap. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Did Healy contact you to tell you about Hana Fischer’s abduction?’

      Her voice was becoming quieter and quieter, and Tom wanted to know what the problem was. Was she having an affair with Healy?

      ‘Not exactly. I needed to talk to him about something else, and I was there when Taya called.’

      Tom’s eyes were drawn to Nathan, whose eyebrows were squeezed together, apparently bemused by this statement.

      ‘What?’ he asked.

      ‘I’ll tell you later, Nate – it was nothing.’ Mallory waved her hand dismissively.

      Before Tom could ask anything else, Becky’s phone rang and she excused herself to leave the room. Tom carried on without her. He intended to make the most of the tension in the room.

      ‘To be clear, you and Mr Brennan went to school with Connor Healy. You and Healy both know Taya Kimura?’

      ‘We all know her. Taya was at school with us too. After school she went to Switzerland to train to be a chef. We didn’t keep in touch, and we haven’t seen her socially since Nate and I got together – only professionally, when we had a function.’

      ‘And you, Mr Brennan?’

      Nathan seemed to be trying to pull himself together following the revelation that Mallory had seen Connor Healy.

      ‘Er…same as Mallory. I heard how good a chef she is, so I recommended her to my colleagues for when we’re entertaining important clients. I’ve barely had time to talk to her, other than to compliment her on her food.’

      That tied in with what Taya had told them, and Tom had no reason to doubt it.

      ‘Boss?’ Becky was standing in the doorway, holding up her phone.

      ‘Excuse me.’ Tom stood up and headed out into the hall. He could hear fierce whispering behind him, and guessed Mallory was explaining why she had seen Connor earlier in the day.

      ‘What’s up, Becky?’

      ‘Rob picked up a call from the receptionist at the gym. He said he remembered what time the guy had handed over the envelope for Gabi Stafford – something to do with it being his partner’s birthday and having to rush off. Anyway, because he knew so precisely, he found the relevant CCTV footage almost immediately. He’s forwarded the video of the person handing over the envelope.’

      Becky turned her phone towards Tom and pressed the Play icon. A tall, broad-shouldered man, mid-thirties at a guess, was standing by the receptionist, pushing a thick envelope towards him. He had black hair, a closely cut, precisely shaped beard, and looked to be of Middle Eastern origin. There was no audio, but it seemed to take a moment for the man to convince the receptionist to take it.

      ‘Any idea who he is?’

      ‘Rob says they don’t have a name yet, but the receptionist is going to look through membership photos when he can get time away from the desk.’

      ‘Good! Let’s get back in the living room before World War Three breaks out.’ He was about to open the door when he stopped. ‘What do you make of it, Becky – of them?’

      ‘Lots of undercurrents. It’s confusing because earlier today I’d have sworn Mallory didn’t trust Brennan. Now it seems as if the roles are reversed.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll talk about it later.’

      Tom opened the door and Becky preceded him back into the room.

      ‘We won’t keep you much longer,’ Tom said. ‘But before we go, I’d like to show you a video. I mentioned we found a sum of money inside an envelope in Gabriella Stafford’s home. We have footage of a man with a similar envelope asking for it to be passed to Gabriella. I wonder if you recognise him?’

      Becky pressed Play on her screen again and turned her phone towards the couple.

      Mallory’s eyes opened wide, and Nathan peered closer as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. They turned to look at each other, but neither spoke.

      ‘You know him, don’t you?’ Tom said.

      It was Nathan who spoke, reaching for Mallory’s hand as he did so. ‘His name is Akin Musa. He’s in corporate finance, and I deal with him from time to time when we’re working on the same mergers and acquisitions. I was at school with him, as were Mallory, Connor, and Taya.’

      

      It was going to be a long night. Whatever Tom had expected to learn from questioning Mallory Hansen, it hadn’t been this. What the hell was going on?

      Gabriella Stafford accuses Nathan Brennan of sexual harassment. Gabi goes missing. An old friend of Brennan’s, Akin Musa, leaves an envelope – possibly containing a lot of money – for Gabi at the gym they both attend. Another friend, Taya Kimura, has her baby abducted, and contacts yet another of their friends, Connor Healy. And when Taya calls him, Mallory Hansen happens to be there – and didn’t want her partner to know about it.

      Tom shook his head. He needed a bloody flowchart to get his head around this, but in the meantime, Akin Musa had to be brought in for questioning. A young woman was missing, and Musa seemed to be involved. Even more urgently, Tom was desperate to make some progress on the disappearance of Hana Fischer. Despite everything they had learned that evening, he couldn’t see how any of it helped find the little girl, and his priority was to get back to the incident room.

      With no idea when he might get home, he had to let Louisa know he was going to be late, and as Becky was driving, he pulled his phone out of his pocket.

      ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Sorry, love, but I’m not sure when I’ll be back.’

      ‘I was about to call you,’ she said. ‘I’m on my way into work.’

      Louisa was an anaesthetist, and although she’d been back at work for a few months now after her maternity leave, she had cut her hours considerably. This wasn’t – in theory – one of her working days.

      ‘Shit, I’m sorry. I won’t be able to get away. You’ve probably heard we’ve got an abducted baby, and the case has come to my team. I need to be with them. Who’s looking after Harry?’

      ‘Elaine from next door but one. I’ll only be a couple of hours, and she’s fine to stay until I’m back. Sorry about the baby, Tom. How terrifying for the mother. I know how you hate crimes involving children.’

      ‘It just makes me even more determined to catch the bastards.’

      ‘You will, I’m sure of it. I guess I’ll see you when I see you. One thing, Tom. Lucy was with me when I got the call from work. She seemed keen to babysit, but I said I didn’t think it was such a good idea. Harry’s in bed, asleep, and I know she’s fifteen, but I think it’s too much responsibility. I’m afraid she’s not impressed with my decision.’

      Tom smiled. Lucy adored her little brother and would have enjoyed being in charge for a few hours, but Louisa was right.

      ‘She’ll understand. I’ll call her, make sure she knows it’s not because we don’t trust her.’

      ‘She offered to call her mum, so they could babysit together.’

      ‘Jesus! I hope you said no.’

      Louisa got on far better with Tom’s ex-wife, Kate, than he did. Since Kate had come back from Australia after a failed relationship, she and Lucy had moved into a two-bedroomed apartment in a block five minutes’ walk from Tom and Louisa’s home. Lucy was now a regular visitor, frequently staying with them when Kate took herself off on holiday – a surprisingly regular occurrence for someone who had been pleading poverty only a few months ago.

      Louisa laughed. ‘I told Lucy I didn’t think you’d be too thrilled with the idea. Don’t worry. Elaine’s got it covered, and I won’t be long.’

      ‘Thank God for that! Why are you having to work?’

      ‘We’ve got an emergency, and we’re short-staffed because of some course a lot of the senior staff have to attend. I’d watch out if I were you. It’s apparently a new initiative for people in team-leading positions in all the services – police, fire, medics. They’re being taken to some plush hotel in Cheshire.’

      ‘I’m not going on any bloody course. Too old to learn new tricks. What’s it about, then?’

      ‘It’s called Consciousness in the Workplace, or something like that. Hang on, I’ve just parked. I’ll tell you.’ There was a brief pause. ‘The blurb says it provides a “new pathway for personal and workplace success”. And you’ll love this. I quote: “Let’s build organisations where people simply love to be; where they belong. Let’s create amazing things together.” What do you think? Fancy it?’

      Tom chuckled. ‘You don’t know how funny this is, Louisa. I have a strong suspicion that’s the very place that Philippa Stanley has just escaped from.’

      ‘I bet she loved that! Listen, I’ve got to go, but good luck with the case.’

      They said goodbye and ended the call.
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      The police have gone. I showed them out and now walk with trepidation towards the kitchen. Nate is already in there, leaning against the worktop, arms folded.

      ‘You need to explain to me what the fuck’s going on with Connor, Mallory. What are you not telling me?’

      I’m very tempted to respond with an accusation of my own. I’ve had to deal with the knowledge that he didn’t trust me enough to share what he was going through and lied to the police right in front of me. But I don’t want a full-on argument, and I feel an ache of regret at the thought that, until the last few days, we have rarely argued.

      ‘Never mind that. It’s not important – at least, nowhere near as important as finding out what’s going on with Akin.’

      He opens the cupboard, pulls out a bottle of whisky and slams it on the worktop.

      ‘I’m going to pour myself a drink and then I’m going to call him – ask him what the fuck he’s playing at too.’

      ‘Calm down, Nate – we don’t know he’s up to anything. Did he know Gabi? Did he ever meet her when you were working on the same projects? We have no idea what was in that envelope. It could have been an invitation to a party, for all we know. Even if it was money, has it not occurred to you that he might be another of her victims?’

      I see his hand shaking as he pours the whisky into a glass. ‘Hardly. Even if he met her, it would have been fleeting. It’s more likely that he paid her to set me up.’

      ‘Oh, for God’s sake! Why would he do that? What on earth makes you think that’s even a possibility?’

      ‘Maybe because right now it feels there’s no one in my life I can trust.’

      My throat tightens painfully, and I try to swallow. I understand why he feels like this. First Gabi stabbed him in the back; I’ve been skulking around with Connor; his parents believe he has let them down. Now Akin is suspected of giving money to Nate’s accuser for some reason we can’t fathom. I can only imagine what it’s doing to him.

      ‘I know how difficult this is, Nate, but you can’t call Akin. The police asked you not to because their priority is finding Gabi. If you warn him they’re on to him, he could cover up whatever is going on – if indeed there is anything. Don’t do it.’

      He’s not looking at me. He’s staring at his glass, and without answering he picks it up and knocks the contents back in one go.

      I’m wondering if the tension could get any higher, but I have to do something – anything – because it feels as if he’s about to self-destruct.

      ‘If we’re going to work out what’s going on here, it might be better if we are both actually capable of coherent thought.’ Nate turns towards me, his jaw clenched as if he’s just waiting for me to stop talking before launching into me. But I haven’t finished. ‘If you want to get pissed, then go right ahead. But I’d rather try to figure out how Akin might have known Gabi, and why he might want to pay her money. The police will interview him – but we know him.’

      He puts his glass down on the worktop and reaches for the bottle. For a moment I think he’s going to fill his glass again, and I’m about to turn round and stomp off to the living room when he surprises me by opening the cupboard and putting the whisky bottle away.

      ‘Sorry, Mall,’ he mumbles. ‘I know I’m being an arse, but I feel so lost, and it threw me when you admitted you’d seen Connor and hadn’t told me. Why? Why did you see him, and why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Let’s sit down and I’ll explain.’ I’m desperate for a glass of wine, but I don’t want Nate drinking more whisky, so I settle for water and we take seats opposite each other at the kitchen table. I reach over and squeeze his hand briefly.

      I wake up my laptop, find Connor’s article and turn it to face Nate.

      ‘Connor wrote a blog post about a case of sexual harassment at Cavendish Hope. It seemed obvious it was about you, so I went to give him hell.’

      As Nate reads, his face turns white with patchy red flushes on his cheeks. I give him a moment.

      ‘The bastard. Anyone who reads this is going to know he’s talking about me,’ he says finally, his voice raspy with stress. ‘It’s so humiliating. Even if I’m found to be entirely innocent, no one will believe it – the whole smoke and fire thing always burns away in people’s minds, and probably always will.’

      I reach over and grab his hand again. Sadly, I’m sure he’s right.

      ‘How did Connor know, though?’ he asks. ‘At work the only people who knew, apart from Gabi, were Richard and the HR department, and they wouldn’t say anything.’

      ‘We don’t know how many people Gabi told. It sounds as if quite a few days passed between your suspension and her disappearance.’

      Nate shrugs. ‘But I still don’t get how Connor knew. He’s not a famous journalist – not the obvious choice to go to if you have a story. Do you think Akin told him? I’ve no idea how he’s involved, but he clearly is.’

      I give this some thought. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions, but if Akin’s the one who told Connor, could he have paid Gabi for information? Why would Akin want to harm Nate, though?

      ‘When did you last see Akin?’ I ask.

      Nate lifts his arms in a helpless gesture. ‘I don’t know. Not recently. Perhaps two or three months ago. We were working on a merger, and he was on the team for one of the companies involved.’

      ‘Did you speak? Was he friendly?’

      Nate gives a wry smile. ‘He was fine to start with, but significantly cooler when the merger fell through. Particularly as it failed because of issues with accounting policies.’

      ‘Oh shit,’ I mumble. ‘Was it Akin’s fault?’

      ‘No – or at least, not entirely. He thought we should advise our clients to delay so he could present new figures, but I refused because the completion date was market sensitive.’

      Akin wouldn’t have liked that. Would he have blamed Nate? For a moment I’m lost in thought. When we were kids, Akin had done a good job of hiding his envy of Nate. He liked him, admired him, but Akin had to work hard for the exams that Nate sailed through, and although he too applied to Edinburgh University, they didn’t offer him a place. On top of that, he secretly fancied Jodie. Then Nate stepped in. Despite everything I had said about how unlikely it was for Akin to be involved, could years of subtle rivalry have exploded when the merger fell through?

      I shake my head. I don’t want to believe Akin would intentionally harm Nate.

      ‘Have you seen him?’ Nate asks.

      ‘Not for seven or eight years. I asked him for help when my dad was considering investing some of his hard-earned “escape to Portugal” retirement fund. Do you remember? Even when we were kids he managed to put something away each month. Dad wouldn’t listen to me when I told him the investment was risky, but I knew he’d listen to Akin. Fortunately he did, because it looked dodgy as hell to me, and Akin agreed. I took him out for dinner to say thanks, but then I went back to London, and we lost touch again.’

      We’re both quiet for a moment, and I know Nate will be wondering if another of his old friends has turned on him.

      ‘Nate, we’re not supposed to call Akin, but we can speak to Connor and try to find out if that’s how he knew about Gabi’s allegations. I’m not sure I can convince him to tell me, but I can try.’

      He slaps the table with the palms of his hands and pushes himself to his feet.

      ‘Fine. Speak to him. But it’s better if I’m not in the room, because if I hear his Judas voice, I won’t be able to stop myself from telling him what I think.’

      ‘I’ve already done that.’

      ‘Yeah, but I bet you were nicer than me.’

      That almost makes me smile. I’m not nicer than Nate – but it’s fine that he believes that.

      He heads for the door. ‘Let me know when you’re finished, but make sure you ask if it was that rat Akin who gave him the info. And if it was, we should tell the police.’

      With that, he goes out, slamming the door. I drop my head onto my folded arms. I just want this to be over and I don’t have a clue whether what I’m about to do will help or hinder.

      

      Half an hour later, I’m still sitting where Nate left me. He hasn’t come back, and I should probably go and find him to tell him about my conversation with Connor, but it will only wind him up further because Connor’s still refusing to reveal who told him about the allegations. ‘Someone with connections,’ was all he would say. In the end I asked him outright if it was Akin.

      ‘Akin?’ he spluttered, clearly finding it amusing. ‘Akin Musa?’

      ‘How many other Akins do you know, Connor?’

      ‘Why in God’s name would he want to dish the dirt about Nate?’

      ‘Can we be clear – there is no dirt to be dished. Nate’s done nothing, and we’re going to prove it.’

      ‘You sure you believe that?’ he asked.

      I ignored the question. ‘We haven’t come up with Akin’s name ourselves. The police were asking about him in relation to the girl.’

      ‘The one that’s missing, you mean?’

      He knew what I meant. He had persuaded me to tell him about the police investigation before I left his house earlier.

      ‘Look, Connor, forget I said anything. I just wanted to know if it was Akin or not. Nate’s livid with you – he can’t believe you’d write that article about him.’

      ‘I don’t know why, and frankly, it’s tough shit. It’s my job. Put it like this, Mallory: if I invested in stocks and shares, would Nate give me advance notice of a merger that might result in me losing a shedload of money? No, he bloody wouldn’t. It’s the same thing.’

      I wanted to argue that it wasn’t the same at all; Nate couldn’t tell him because it would be illegal. But there was no point.

      ‘And anyway, tough as this is for you and Nate, it doesn’t even come close to what Taya’s going through. Her baby’s been missing for hours. We may have barely seen each other for years, but she used to be a friend, so I’m not sure why you think I should be stressing about Nate’s predicament.’

      Connor is right about Taya. My heart aches for her; I can’t imagine how a mother must feel if her child is snatched from her. If things between Taya and me were the way they used to be, I would be right there, by her side. But sadly, they’re not.

      It’s a long time since we were such close friends, and over the years I’ve wished many times that we hadn’t fallen out before we went our separate ways. To be thrust together now in such disastrous circumstances seems cruel, but each of us played a part in that final quarrel, and maybe some wounds can’t be healed.

      

  




15 years ago

      After Erin’s car pulled up behind Akin’s, I began to think it was a mistake to continue towards our favourite spot in the lost garden. It no longer felt right to me, but as everyone else seemed determined to make the most of it, I kept my thoughts to myself.

      Once we entered the woods, Akin’s powerful torch lit up the canopy. The long dry summer had hastened the arrival of autumn, and the leaves had begun to turn into a rainbow of colour. They rustled lightly in the breeze overhead and crunched underfoot as we walked along the uneven, overgrown paths. There was no other sound; it was eerily quiet.

      We were unusually silent too, perhaps sensing we had someone in our midst who wouldn’t understand our usual caustic banter.

      I was at the front with Akin and turned to look behind. Through the gloom I could just make out Erin, clinging onto Nate’s arm as if scared of stumbling. Jodie was walking head down, saying nothing. She wasn’t happy, and I was tempted once again to suggest we turn back. But then the canopy opened up, and we were in the clearing.

      Connor flung himself to the ground and grabbed one of the bottles of wine from the box he’d been carrying.

      ‘Thank the Lord for screw-top bottles,’ he said as he twisted and chucked the cap over his shoulder.

      ‘Hey,’ Taya called. ‘Don’t be an idiot, Connor. Pick that up.’

      He looked as if he was about to argue, but he knew he would have to deal with more than Taya if he left any rubbish lying around.

      ‘Nag, nag, nag,’ he said as he rolled onto his stomach and stretched out to reach the bottle top. ‘I get enough of that at home.’

      We all knew that Connor couldn’t wait to get away from his family, and I understood better than most. I’d been at his house that spring, studying for our first A-level exam, and I’d had the misfortune of witnessing one of his parents’ quarrels for myself. We were in his room when they returned from work, and it had kicked off as soon as they were through the front door. His mum was crying, screaming at his dad, who was hurling abuse in return. Connor was mortified. He lay face down on the bed and stuck his head under the pillow. I went to sit next to him, resting my hand on his back, rubbing it lightly.

      ‘Don’t,’ he mumbled, his face pressed into the mattress. ‘I don’t need your fucking sympathy. Just bugger off, Mallory. Preferably without them ever knowing you were here.’

      I did as he asked, waiting until I heard the kitchen door slam and raised voices from the other side before I slunk out of the front door. As I reached home I heard my mum and dad laughing at the dog, who was chasing water from the lawn sprinkler. To their surprise, I gave each of them a big hug, thankful my parents weren’t fighting like tigers, or cold like Nate’s. My mum may have been disparaging about my looks, but at some level I understood that her intention wasn’t to put me down, but rather to extol my other virtues. I counted myself the lucky one.

      It had taken Connor weeks to look me in the eye after that day, despite my constant reassurances that he wasn’t responsible for his parents’ behaviour, and that night, as he picked up the discarded bottle top from the grass, he shot me a sheepish glance.

      I was about to say something to break the momentary tension when Erin unscrewed the top from her bottle of vodka and took a huge slug. Nate reached for it, but not for a drink.

      ‘You’re driving, Erin,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah, well, if I get stopped, it’s my problem,’ she said with a shrug, lifting the bottle out of his reach.

      We were all silent for a moment, and I wondered who was going to speak up. One thing none of us would tolerate was drinking and driving.

      I should have guessed it would be Jodie, who leaped to her feet, rushed across and, to Erin’s surprise, tore the bottle from her hands.

      ‘If you’re going to drink and drive, we’re leaving now – and you can stay or go. We don’t care. Drunk drivers kill, and we’ve got no time for people who don’t give a shit about anyone else.’

      She stalked back to where she’d been sitting and threw herself back on the ground.

      We all knew this was about more than vodka; it was also about Erin thinking it was okay to crash our party.

      Nobody spoke. Taya was picking grass from between her outstretched legs; Akin was looking from one to the other, wishing, I suspect, that he’d never suggested this.

      ‘Well, this is all very jolly,’ Connor said, and we all glared at him.

      I was about to suggest that perhaps we should be getting back when Connor waved the wine bottle around and leaned forward.

      ‘I know! Let’s play Badger,’ he said.

      There was a communal groan. ‘Seriously?’ Nate said. ‘We’re not twelve now, Con.’

      That was true, but we needed to break through the depressing lethargy of the night.

      ‘What’s Badger?’ Erin asked.

      ‘A game we used to play when we came up here as kids. A bit like Sardines – but we called it Badger, or rather Taya did, because there are no sardines in a wood.’

      ‘I don’t know what Sardines is.’

      Nate gave her a bemused glance. ‘Didn’t you play it as a kid? It’s where you hide, and when someone finds you, they have to squash into the space with you, so you all end up squeezed together like sardines in a can.’

      Erin’s eyes had a kind of glazed look, as if she hadn’t a clue what he was talking about. ‘We didn’t play many games.’

      ‘Nate’s got it right,’ Connor said. ‘The perfect description. The first person – the badger – goes to hide, and then a few minutes later we all set off in different directions to find him or her. When someone finds the badger, they squeeze into the space – the sett, if we’re being fancy about it. Everyone else keeps looking until all but one person are squashed in together. That person loses.’

      ‘For fuck’s sake,’ Jodie muttered. ‘Is anyone seriously considering this?’

      ‘Tell you what,’ Connor said, clearly warming to his idea. ‘We always ended up in the same places, so it wouldn’t be much of a game any more. But it’s new to Erin. We should let her be the badger. And perhaps Nate can go off to find her before the rest of us follow – give them some time alone.’

      The moon appeared briefly from behind the clouds that had begun to gather in the short time we had been there, and I saw the horror on Nate’s face. Erin seemed to notice it too, but I turned to look at Connor, who was giving Nate a wink. He was up to something.

      ‘You up for it, Erin?’ Connor said.

      She looked wary. ‘What happens if Nate – or anyone – doesn’t find me?’

      ‘We set a time limit of half an hour. If you’ve still not been found by then, come back here. We’ll give you five minutes to find a good spot. Nate can search first, then we’ll all follow five minutes later. It’s fun – I promise.’

      I glanced at Taya, who shook her head. ‘I think it’s a stupid idea,’ she said.

      Erin looked doubtful. ‘I might get lost.’

      ‘Oh, for God’s sake, chuck me your phone,’ said Jodie. ‘I’ll put my number in and you can call if you’re panicking.’ She took a swig out of the vodka bottle as if that should settle it. She wasn’t driving, and she had that look about her that suggested she wanted to get seriously pissed.

      Erin glanced at Nate, who gave her a rather weak smile, and she slowly pushed herself to her feet and handed her mobile to Jodie.

      Jodie fiddled with the phone for a few minutes, then reached up from where she was lounging on the grass to pass it back. ‘There you go. Nothing to be scared of now.’

      Erin might not have been keen before, but Jodie appeared to have goaded her into it, and she bent to whisper something to Nate. I suspected she was telling him which way she was going to go so he could find her.

      Connor pointed vaguely towards the densest part of the woods, and with a last shaky smile at the rest of us, Erin disappeared.

      No one spoke. For a few minutes we heard her feet crunching over the dry leaves, but then all was silent. She had gone.

      ‘Shall I set the time on my watch?’ Akin asked.

      ‘If you like,’ said Connor, ‘but I, for one, have no intention of leaving here.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Akin asked.

      ‘She crashed our party. We’ve got half an hour to just be us before she comes back.’

      I could see Nate was uncomfortable. He didn’t want Erin here, but neither did he want to be cruel. He glanced at me as if I had the answer, but I turned away.

      Akin shrugged, and it seemed the plan was agreed. We would leave Erin hiding in the woods, waiting for someone who would never show.
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      It was early evening by the time Tom and Becky got back to the incident room, and it was still humming. No one wanted to go home until Taya’s baby had been found.

      Keith, ever alert, lifted his head as they strode into the room, and he signalled to both Rob and Cass to gather for an update.

      ‘Becky, you should join us,’ Tom said. ‘I know Hana isn’t your case and we can’t see any obvious link between Gabi Stafford’s disappearance and Hana’s abduction, but the fact that they all know each other makes me uneasy.’

      ‘Okay, but when we track down Akin Musa I might have to break off to interview him.’

      The gym had finally found Musa’s registration, including his address, but although Becky had sent officers to pick him up, there was no one home.

      ‘Get someone to call Nathan Brennan to ask if he has Musa’s mobile number – probably the quickest option,’ Tom said, heading towards the meeting table, where Keith was already waiting. ‘Where are we up to on little Hana, Keith?’

      ‘I informed Raff Fischer of his child’s abduction, and I’m in no doubt that he was horrified. He turned white. He’s a very pale man, sir, and I was quite concerned. But he recovered quickly. His first question was about his wife and how she was, so he doesn’t seem to be blaming her.’

      ‘Why wasn’t he answering his mobile?’

      ‘He dropped it on the tarmac at Geneva Airport. He showed me. It was badly damaged, but as he was due to fly back, he didn’t worry about informing his wife.’

      ‘Did Fischer have anything useful to tell us – any idea of who might have abducted Hana?’

      ‘I asked him the usual questions, including about any extramarital affairs, and he looked horrified. I would have him down as a disciplined and honourable kind of man.’

      Tom nodded and turned to Rob. ‘Any news on the elderly man at the supermarket?’

      ‘‘Fraid not, boss. Bastard disappeared into thin air.’

      That was frustrating. If he was genuine, they needed to eliminate him and stop wasting time looking.

      ‘Keep on it. In the meantime, how are we doing with Monmouth Street?’

      Keith walked to the board and pointed to a map showing the car park, the ginnel – as Rob had called it – and Monmouth Street.

      ‘A lady in this house—’ Keith tapped the board, ‘—said she saw a woman running from the alleyway, clutching a small child in her arms. At first she didn’t think much about it because the weather was so atrocious, although given that the alley leads to the shopping centre, she thought it odd when the woman ran to a car and bundled the child into the back. She’d initially assumed the woman had walked to the shops, because if you’re in a car, why park in the street when there’s a free car park right next to the supermarket?’

      ‘Quite. It sounds like it could be our abductor. What could she tell us about the car?’

      ‘Not a lot, I’m afraid. A blue saloon, she thinks, but she has no idea of make or model. The officer interviewing her showed her some examples, but she said they all looked the same to her. She didn’t see it drive off. There are two people on the street with video doorbells, but unfortunately they’re set to relatively narrow motion zones – specifically so that they’re not triggered every time a car passes.’

      ‘Bollocks,’ Tom muttered. ‘It’s probably safe to assume the car was stolen, but that isn’t a great help given that twenty-five thousand cars were stolen in Manchester last year alone. It was probably a recent theft, but “blue saloon” is too vague. Did the witness give a description of the woman?’

      ‘Again, nothing useful. She was asked if the woman was wearing anything over her head – the officer didn’t specify a hijab, not wanting to influence her thinking. She said the woman was wearing a mackintosh, but the hood was down and her hair appeared to be soaked.’

      ‘No hijab, then? I wonder why she took it off – assuming it’s the same woman?’

      ‘I thought the same, sir, so we’ve searched the bushes in the alley in case she threw it away. They haven’t found anything.’

      ‘Hair colour?’

      ‘It was wet, of course, and the witness only saw her briefly. She thought it was light coloured – possibly blonde or grey. We’ve got a detailed statement from her, including everything she can remember of the outer clothing of both woman and child. We also checked the petrol station CCTV to see if we could identify a car passing at the right time, but the cameras point to the forecourt and the exit – going east. We can only assume she drove west, or the witness was mistaken about the colour of the car.’

      Becky leaned forward in her seat. ‘Boss, I know you wanted me to sit in to look for crossovers between the cases, but even though I can’t see any motive, Mallory Hansen’s car is a blue saloon and she has blonde hair – well, platinum, to be precise.’

      Tom nodded. ‘We don’t have an obvious motive, but they do know each other. Let’s get Hansen’s registration number and run it through the ANPR database.’

      ‘Already got it. We got them both so we could check their movements on the night that Gabi went missing.’

      ‘Pass them to Cass,’ Keith said. ‘She’ll deal with it.’

      At that moment an officer came over to the table and passed a note to Becky.

      She looked at Tom. ‘Akin Musa still isn’t answering his mobile and he’s not returned home. A neighbour says he drove off about thirty minutes ago.’
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      I’ve done enough thinking and worrying for one day. I’m playing some cheery music, hoping it will break the mood, and making spaghetti carbonara, thinking that cooking might soothe me. The water is boiling, the pancetta slowly rendering its fat in the pan, and I’m laboriously grating the pecorino by hand to keep myself busy when my thoughts are interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell. Not just once but repeatedly – furiously, it seems.

      Turning off the hob, I hurry towards the front door and I’m surprised to see Akin standing there.

      ‘Where is he?’ he says, pushing past me into the house. ‘Nate?’

      I hurry after him as he marches into the living room, and Nate jumps to his feet.

      ‘Akin! What brings you here?’

      ‘You do. What the hell have you been saying about me? What are you accusing me of?’

      Nate looks completely perplexed by this outburst. He knows nothing of my conversation with Connor.

      ‘Akin, will you sit down, please?’ I say. ‘Nate doesn’t know what you’re talking about. I guess you’ve spoken to Connor?’

      I should have realised Connor would sniff out the possibility of a story, and he must have called Akin the minute I hung up.

      ‘Connor knows nothing,’ I say, trying to keep the wobble from my voice. ‘If you’ll just sit down, I’ll explain everything to you.’

      Akin flings himself into a chair, a belligerent scowl on his face. ‘The police are trying to get hold of me. They’ve left messages, but I’m not speaking to them until I know what the hell is going on. What am I supposed to have done?’

      I can see he’s wound up, so I crouch down by the side of him and touch his leg.

      ‘Listen, Akin. Just listen. The police believe you gave money to a woman who has made some allegations against Nate. We want to know if it’s true.’

      Akin looks bemused. ‘What the hell are you talking about, Mallory?’

      I glance at Nate. ‘None of this will make sense unless we tell him everything from the beginning. You okay with that?’

      Nate looks resigned, defeated. But we don’t have a choice, so I explain about Nate’s suspension from work.

      Akin is staring at Nate, not at me, and I see his face change. I have no idea what he’s going to say.

      ‘That’s bollocks. Nate, you were a prick when we were younger – there’s no doubt about that—’

      ‘Thanks, mate,’ Nate mutters.

      ‘—but I’ve seen you in action at work, and to be fair, you’re super professional. I’ve seen you with the women you work with and with clients, and you’re always respectful. You’re not stupid enough to blow your career by offering to trade special treatment for sex. I’ll support you all the way on that, but how does this involve me?’

      Akin was always fair – I had forgotten that about him. I continue with the story, explaining that the girl Nate is supposed to have harassed is now missing. Finally I get to the crunch, the moment Akin is going to find hard to explain.

      ‘The police discovered some money – a considerable sum, they said – in her flat, in an envelope which they’re checking for prints, DNA – I don’t know – but they’re testing it. Gabi goes to the same gym as you, and—’

      ‘So? It’s the most popular gym for miles around. God knows how many members they have. Thousands, probably. As far as I’m aware, I don’t know a Gabi.’

      Nate has clearly had enough of me doing the talking, and he leans forward in his seat.

      ‘Akin, they’ve got CCTV footage of you handing over an envelope to the guy at the gym reception, asking him to make sure Gabriella Stafford gets it. They think it’s the envelope with the money in it.’

      ‘I’m not lying. How come I can trust your word but you can’t trust mine?’

      It looks as if a full-scale row is about to break out and I’m not sure how to prevent it.

      Akin suddenly frowns and stares at the floor. Then he looks up, and he stares first at me, then at Nate.

      ‘Shit! That was me. I remember the name now. When you said Gabi it didn’t strike me, but now you’ve said her name in full… But it’s not what it looks like. A guy pulled up at the door in his car just as I was going in – you’re not allowed to park right outside – and asked if I’d hand the envelope over and tell reception to make sure Gabriella Stafford got it. It didn’t seem a big deal, so I took it and he drove off.’

      I turn to Nate, and he meets my gaze.

      ‘Look, you two,’ Akin snaps, ‘this is me. Akin Musa. On what planet can you imagine me ever handing over an envelope full of money to some bloke on reception at a gym, then asking him to pass it on without being one hundred per cent certain it would reach its destination? You know that would never happen.’

      He’s right. It doesn’t sound like the Akin we know – or, I remind myself – used to know. That Akin would have had a plan, a foolproof one. He would have known what time Gabi arrived and left the gym, and he would have intercepted her and handed her the envelope himself. But that was the old Akin. Maybe he’s changed.

      I sit back on my heels and rest my hands on my thighs. ‘You must stop avoiding the police, Akin. Call them. We need this to be over.’

      It’s enough to convince him. He swallows and I see his Adam’s apple rise and fall in his throat. At that moment his mobile springs into life, lighting up and vibrating on the arm of the chair.

      He glances at it. ‘It seems I won’t need to call them,’ he says, tapping the screen to answer.
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      Was it only yesterday that Tom had returned to work after his holiday? It seemed more like a week. He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, grateful to have five minutes in his office when he could concentrate.

      ‘Sleeping on the job, Tom?’

      His eyes snapped open to find Philippa Stanley in front of him.

      ‘I wish,’ he responded, sitting up. ‘Trying to get my thoughts together and not making much progress. I can’t help wondering if Hana was stolen to order. It’s rare in this country, Philippa, but from the photos it’s clear Hana is an extraordinarily beautiful child, and remember there was speculation that Madeleine McCann was abducted following a post on the dark web by a human trafficking ring.’

      ‘It does seem targeted rather than opportunistic, and there’s been no ransom demand. Unless we get one soon, we’ll have to consider if this woman wanted the baby for herself, or – as you suggest – she was abducted on behalf of a third party. Have you spoken to Titan?’

      Tom had had dealings with Titan – the North West Regional Organised Crime Unit – in the past, mainly in relation to Jack and most recently regarding the murder of Finn McGuinness – Jack’s arch enemy. Paul Green, Titan’s chief, was one of the few people who knew that Jack was still alive, and because of this Tom was always slightly uncomfortable in his presence.

      ‘I’ll speak to them now, see if they know of anything.’

      He was also tempted to speak to Jack, whose hacking skills and understanding of the underworld of organised crime probably exceeded that of the entire UK police, but perhaps he was just searching for a good reason to speak to his brother. Communication between the two of them had to be kept to a minimum in case Tom was being watched. There might still be people thinking he could lead them to his brother, and when they left the villa a few days ago, Jack had passed Tom a mobile phone.

      ‘Emergency use only, Tom – and don’t use it from inside your house.’

      Tom knew what that meant. It would be an unregistered phone, but incoming and outgoing mobile signals could be monitored remotely, and there was always a possibility Tom’s home was under surveillance.

      ‘Why would anyone be interested now, though – with McGuinness dead?’

      ‘There were whispers I was alive before he died, and he put a price on my head. Those who worked for him in the past undoubtedly blame me for the whole OCG falling apart.’

      Tom pushed the thoughts from his mind, but before he had a chance to call Paul Green, there was a sharp knock on the door.

      ‘Tom… Oh. Sorry, ma’am, I didn’t know you were here.’

      ‘That’s okay, DI Robinson,’ Philippa responded. ‘What can we do for you?’

      ‘Akin Musa finally answered his mobile. He’s at Nathan Brennan’s house.’

      ‘What? How the hell did that happen? We told them not to get in touch with him. Bloody idiots.’ Tom blew out a long breath.

      ‘They didn’t call him – Musa confirmed that. He said Connor Healy told him we wanted to talk to him.’

      ‘And how in God’s name did he know that? I think we need to get the lot of them in here, Becky: Musa, Healy, Brennan and Hansen. I’ve no idea what they’re up to, but some or all of them are up to something.’

      ‘Musa says he hasn’t got a clue who Gabi Stafford is – he’s never set eyes on her – but he says some random bloke asked him to hand in an envelope at the gym.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Tom muttered.

      Philippa leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. ‘It makes sense for Becky to interview all of them so she can spot any inconsistencies,’ she said. ‘Let’s get them all in first thing tomorrow. Go home, Becky. Get some rest and let the overnight team get on with enquiries.’

      Tom and Becky exchanged a glance. It wasn’t like Philippa to be so considerate, and Tom could only think that the short time she had spent on the ‘happy workplace’ course must have had an impact. However, Tom was going nowhere. There was a baby missing, and he would be here, working, until exhaustion forced him to stop.
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      The room is dark but far from silent. The incessant crying is enough to drive a person insane.

      Why does anyone have children? What’s the point? All they do is cry, demand food and need their stinking nappies changing.

      It can’t go on.

      The plan was to cause havoc and disruption for several days, maybe a week to make it really hurt. But that was before the wailing started. The child’s parents would pay good money to have her back – although it’s unclear why, if this is all she has to offer – but money isn’t the objective. The fear in her mother’s heart is worth so much more than that. How she must be suffering right now!

      It’s only what she deserves.

      The knife lies sharpened on the table. The child hugs the stuffed toy against her face, mopping up the tears. She howls as it’s snatched from her hands.

      A stray beam of moonlight pierces the dark room and glints off the shiny blade. It feels like a challenge.

      Why wait for tomorrow?
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      To Becky’s surprise and irritation, Akin Musa had offered to come in at 8 a.m. She would have preferred a chance to down a cup of coffee and read through any reports that had come in overnight, but when she’d spoken to him the previous evening, he’d told her it was the only time that would work for him.

      ‘I’m going to my parents’ for lunch, and I don’t want to tell them I’ll be delayed by a police interview,’ he said.

      He was as good as his word, arriving promptly, and Becky pushed herself wearily to her feet.

      Cass looked up from her monitor. ‘Shall I make you a coffee, ma’am? I can bring it to you.’

      It was a kind gesture, but she could wait.

      ‘Maybe later?’

      Cass nodded her head, her mass of red curls bobbing up and down. Her hair had a life of its own.

      Becky was impressed at how relaxed Musa looked. Dressed casually in a dark blue linen shirt, open at the neck, he was well groomed and attractive with thick black hair and almond-shaped eyes.

      ‘Mr Musa, thank you for agreeing to the interview. As you know, we are trying to track a young woman called Gabriella Stafford, who’s been missing since Wednesday evening.’

      ‘Can I rudely interrupt, Detective Inspector, and save us all a bit of trouble?’ He smiled at Becky and carried on. ‘I know about the accusation against Nathan by this girl. It’s unlikely to be true, although I don’t suppose my opinion matters. More to the point, I’ve never met the girl – or woman, should I say – and have only heard her name three times. The first was from a man outside the gym I go to, the second was when Nathan told me about her last night, and the third was when you mentioned her just now.’

      Becky was about to speak, but Musa laid his forearms on the table between them and carried on.

      ‘I know about the envelope, and please feel free to take my prints. You will no doubt find them a match for the envelope, although they won’t match the contents, because I never touched whatever was inside – money, I understand. I was passed the envelope and asked to hand it in. That is the sum total of my involvement.’

      Finally he seemed to have stopped talking.

      ‘Thank you for the summary, Mr Musa. You appear to have a logical mind, so surely you can see how it looks to us. Two days after allegations of harassment, a friend of Mr Brennan apparently pays his accuser a large sum of money. You could surmise that on behalf of his old friend he was paying her to retract her statement. Or you could wonder if he had an axe to grind with Brennan and was paying the woman for making the accusation – for a job well done.’

      ‘I’ve given you the facts. I tend not to hypothesise without adequate information. As I said, take my prints, and if I remember anything else I’ll let you know.’

      ‘We’d like a DNA sample too, please.’

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘Only, you understand, for the purposes of this investigation.’

      ‘Inspector, if it was up to me, every person in the country would willingly provide their DNA to store in a database. If you’ve nothing to hide, why would you care?’

      Either he wasn’t worried, or he knew the cash consisted of used notes that had no doubt changed hands many times, so DNA was unlikely to help.

      ‘We know you handed the envelope to the gym receptionist a week last Wednesday, but what can you tell me about the car and the driver?’

      ‘I didn’t really notice the car. I was running late, and I like to work to a schedule. I remember someone leaning across from the driver’s side of what I think was a darkish-coloured car. Grey? Blue? A saloon, I think. He was waving the envelope out of the open passenger window. “Do me a favour, mate,” I remember him saying. Then he asked me to hand the envelope in at reception because he couldn’t park. It was no big deal, so I did as he asked.’

      Becky continued to question him about the car and the man, but there seemed little else Musa could tell her, other than that the driver was probably in his thirties and white.

      ‘Tell me about Connor Healy. I gather he was the one who told you we wanted to speak to you.’

      ‘He did, yes. Apparently he wrote something about the accusation against Nate and posted it on his blog. Mallory went storming round to confront him. When you showed her the photo of me at the gym, she rang Connor to ask if I was the one who had revealed Nate’s suspension. I wasn’t.’

      ‘Did he tell you who had given him the information, because I gather the suspension wasn’t public knowledge?’

      Musa sighed. ‘No, and if he had I probably wouldn’t have believed him. Connor is a law unto himself. He makes up stories to get a rise out of people, to see how they’ll react, and he would do anything – literally – to get a big story in the national press.’

      ‘You mean he tells lies?’ Becky asked.

      ‘Huh! That’s a bit of an over-simplification. He manipulates people, takes the piss out of everyone. One thing you would never do with Connor is tell him your secrets.’

      ‘I thought he was your friend.’

      Musa laughed. ‘Knowing his faults doesn’t stop me liking the guy. He was an odd-looking kid and the piss-taking was a defence mechanism. He’s like everyone else – a mix of good and bad. In his case, his bad bits are more visible, and he makes no attempt to hide them.’

      ‘And Nathan Brennan? Does he have bad bits too?’

      Musa smiled. ‘Of course. Nate is power hungry. He likes to win – to be in control. But – and I can’t stress this strongly enough – Nate’s job is incredibly important to him. I don’t believe he would risk it in the way this girl said.’

      Becky wasn’t sure whether to ask about Mallory, but as he seemed to have strong views on each of them, she might as well get the full picture.

      ‘Mallory Hansen?’

      ‘Ah, Mallory. There’s something unique about her, but she kept herself to herself until she went to university. Didn’t have boyfriends, although both Nate and Connor would have jumped at the chance. She couldn’t have coped with being dumped, you see – the shame of it. She’s way too concerned about what other people think of her, and this must be killing her.’

      ‘You seem to know them all very well, Mr Musa.’

      He shrugged. ‘I do. From when we were about five or six years old. I’d say there’s nothing I don’t know about how their minds work.’

      ‘And yet you have intimated that you’re no longer friends.’

      ‘Well, we all left for university in different parts of the country, and that was that.’

      Becky felt certain there had to be more to it. People often drifted apart when they left home, but despite the years that had separated them, there seemed to be a weird understanding between them all, as if they each knew how the other worked. And yet it hadn’t drawn them back together, even though they were living in the same area again. Had something happened? Or maybe the split was a pretence, and they were closer than they wanted the police to realise.

      Perhaps they were all implicated in Gabi Stafford’s disappearance, working together. Musa had said that Connor Healy was a liar whose only interest was the big story, that Nathan Brennan was a control freak who wouldn’t cope well with being accused of something, and Mallory Hansen cared desperately about how others saw her.

      But Musa was the one who had handed over the money at the gym reception, and they only had his word that someone else gave him the envelope.
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      As Becky stood in the little kitchen, finally grabbing the cup of coffee that she’d been longing for, Cass came to find her.

      ‘Connor Healy is here, and he’s got a face like a slapped arse.’

      Becky sniffed. ‘Tough. He’s the one whose skin I want to get under because he seems to be the chief stirrer. And he’s late.’

      ‘How did it go with Musa?’ Cass asked.

      ‘He doesn’t deny handing over the money but is adamant it wasn’t his money. We’ve got his prints, so let’s see. My guess is that they won’t be on the notes. Not that it tells us anything – he’s not daft.’

      Musa had surprised Becky by asking if there was any news on Taya Kimura’s missing child. No one was supposed to be aware whose child had been abducted. ‘Connor told me’ was all he would say, and Becky reflected that this seemed to be the answer to most questions.

      Taking a last gulp of her coffee, she turned to Cass.

      ‘Right. I’d better go and face Mr Grumpy. What joy!’

      Cass gave her a sympathetic grin, and Becky made her way towards the interview room.

      The young detective hadn’t been joking about Healy’s expression. He appeared to have a naturally turned-down mouth, and his thin lips were clamped together. He sat with folded arms, his feet beating a tattoo on the floor, a rather unusual flat-topped, slouch-style cap on the table next to him.

      ‘Mr Healy, I’m Detective Inspector Robinson. Thank you for coming in.’

      He lifted his eyes in a sleepy stare, but didn’t respond. This was going to go well!

      ‘We’re investigating the disappearance of a young woman who made allegations about someone you know. I understand you wrote a blog post on the subject. Is that correct?’

      ‘I wrote an article relating to a suspension at Cavendish Hope, as I’m sure you know. I didn’t name Nate.’

      ‘And how did you know he’d been suspended? I understood the information wasn’t shared with many people.’

      Healy gave a theatrical sigh. ‘It’s my job to wheedle things out of people. Someone from his company talked.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘It’s not relevant. I know nothing about the disappearance of this woman. You’re wasting your time with me.’

      ‘Far from it, Mr Healy.’

      His head snapped up at that, and he looked at Becky through narrowed eyes. She had said it to unsettle him, and it seemed to have worked.

      ‘You might think it unimportant who told you about the accusation against Mr Brennan, but we have to follow every lead, no matter how tenuous, and your informant may know more than they admitted to you.’

      ‘Fine. It’s not a big deal. The information was sent to me anonymously.’

      ‘Are you asking me to believe that as a journalist you posted something you hadn’t verified?’

      A slight flush crept up Healy’s face.

      ‘My source hangs out in a bar close to Nate’s office and heard some women talking about what had happened. My source doesn’t know the woman and has never met her.’

      ‘And that was it? Your entire research before exposing an old friend was an overheard conversation in a bar?’

      Healy leaned forward and banged his fists on the table. ‘It was a good story – I could have got an exclusive. It might have been syndicated.’

      Becky gave him a scathing look. He couldn’t think a story as weak as this was worthy of a national news outlet.

      ‘I want a name, Mr Healy. You and I both know it wasn’t anonymous, and if I have to request your phone records, I’ll do just that.’

      Becky sat back and waited.

      ‘Fine – it’s no big deal. It was my stepsister, as she likes to call herself.’

      ‘And who might she be?’

      ‘Jodie Perry. Her mum and my dad are married and living in wedded hell. Pretty sure they both realise what a tragic mistake they made.’ Healy leaned back in his chair and folded his arms tightly. ‘I didn’t mention Nate by name, okay? No harm done.’

      Maybe not, Becky thought. But she was certain Nathan Brennan wouldn’t see it that way.
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      Tom was about to head to his office when a shout broke through the background hum of the incident room.

      ‘Sir!’

      The urgency in Keith’s voice was clear to the whole team, and the room fell silent, all eyes on the detective inspector.

      ‘Charley’s on the line. Miss Kimura’s had a message from the abductor!’

      Tom spun on his heel and hurried back towards Keith as he put his phone on speaker.

      ‘Charley, what have we got?’

      ‘Taya just received a message via Facebook. I’ll read it. “Missing Hana? She’s waiting for you where a pigeon floats above, keeping watch from a tower; by a sea of mud now a glistening lake and a flight of steps leads to three kisses. How much do you want to kiss your baby again, Taya?”’

      ‘What the fuck does it mean?’ Tom was pacing up and down, shouting towards the phone, which was still in Keith’s hand. The message didn’t even say if the child was still alive, but the last sentence gave him hope.

      ‘Taya doesn’t know, but she thinks she ought to. She’s hysterical, sir. Says she’s the only one who can solve this, but she’s in too much of a state. And she’s still got no idea what the “Keep your mouth shut” note was about. She’s terrified of saying the wrong thing.’

      ‘Does she recognise the name of the person who sent the message?’

      Keith signalled that he wanted to speak. ‘Charley forwarded the details. The message is from a Facebook account that’s just been created. No friends, and I imagine it’s been set up using a disposable email address. Probably already auto deleted.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Tom muttered; criminals could work around just about any system. ‘Get on to Detective Superintendent Stanley. She’s going to have to verbally authorise Facebook to release the email address – for what it’s worth – and the IP address of where the post originated. We’ll follow up with paperwork later. Let’s hope this woman – or whoever the mastermind is – is daft enough to have sent it from somewhere with CCTV and Taya might recognise them.’

      Tom turned back to the phone. ‘Charley, call me on FaceTime so I can speak to Taya face to face. There’s no point me heading out to join you until we know where Hana is. In the meantime, I’ll send Rob to you. Keith and I can wait here.’

      Tom briefed Rob and as he watched him race out of the door, his phone buzzed with an incoming video call. He took a deep breath. It wouldn’t help Taya to see any signs of nervous tension coming from him.

      ‘Taya, it’s good news that the abductor’s been in touch. It’s clear they’ve got no intention of keeping Hana, and that’s a huge relief.’ Tom didn’t add that the news was only good if they could find the child.

      ‘I don’t know what it means!’ she cried. ‘I’m obviously supposed to. It must be somewhere I’ve been because the message is full of clues. I just don’t recognise them. Why am I so stupid? It’s raining again, and if Hana’s outside she’s going to die. She is, isn’t she?’

      Tom swallowed. He didn’t believe in making promises he wasn’t sure they could keep, but Taya needed to focus, and panic wasn’t helping.

      ‘If they wanted her dead, they wouldn’t be giving you clues where to find her, Taya. We’re tracing where the message was sent from, and that might help. We’ve also put the clues up on the board here, and we’re circulating them throughout the force to see if anyone recognises the place. Is there anyone who might be able to help you decipher the message?’

      Tom looked at Taya’s distraught face. Tears were bursting from her eyes, and she shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t know,’ she sobbed.

      Lifting his head to gaze at a large screen displaying the message, Tom tried to think of ways he could help Taya to remember.

      ‘Okay, let’s start with your recent jobs – people you’ve cooked for. This sounds like it could be an outdoor location. Have you done any jobs – maybe in the last five years – that involved pigeon? Or anywhere with a lake?’

      Tom’s words appeared to pierce the panic, and Taya took a deep shuddering breath.

      ‘I’ve cooked pigeon, but the message said about it floating above, and that doesn’t make sense. I’ve done an outside party by a lake, but that was in Switzerland.’

      ‘Okay, let’s go further back in time. It’s hard to believe it relates to your time abroad; it’s more likely to be something local. Is there anything you can think of from your early days of catering?’

      Taya was rocking backwards and forwards, a fixed look of concentration on her face.

      ‘We only came back to the UK a couple of years before Hana was born. I haven’t had any unhappy customers – maybe a moan about service when one of the waiters failed to turn up – but nothing more than that.’

      ‘Let’s go further back. You used to live round here. Anything in your past?’

      Taya bit her lip, eyebrows pinched together. She shook her head.

      ‘I’m sorry. I know I’m being useless. It will be my fault if we don’t find her, won’t it?’

      ‘Taya, we’ve got a huge team of people working on this. The message suggests that whoever has Hana, they want us to find her. So let’s start again. Let’s go back to when you used to live round here.’

      Taya’s eyes had glazed over and Tom knew he’d lost her again. He understood why. If Hana was his child, his mind would be brimming with longing for her, feeling her fear and misery, wondering if she was cold, wet, alone. Or if she was already dead.
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      Becky was beginning to regret having agreed to these interviews. Akin Musa’s information had been useful and, if they were prepared to believe his account, they could check CCTV in the vicinity of the gym, although his description of the car was vague and that of the driver even vaguer. The problem was, Becky didn’t know whether she believed him or not.

      Of more interest had been his analysis of his friends. Musa had proved to be an astute observer of Connor Healy’s character, and Becky felt an uncharacteristic desire to call him back to provide a further evaluation of the others. She had a feeling it might prove vital in understanding whether any or all of them were involved in Gabriella’s disappearance.

      Given what she had been told about Healy’s character and demeanour, his interview had gone much as expected, the one important bit of information being the identity of his informant. Becky was interested to see how Nathan Brennan would respond when the name was revealed, and had been disappointed to find only Mallory Hansen waiting in reception.

      ‘When I woke up this morning, I found a note from Nate. His mum had called to say his dad wanted to see him,’ Hansen said. ‘They live on the other side of Bolton, and I’m afraid the demands of his father trump a request from the police. If you’d met Nigel Brennan, you’d understand. Nate will be here in half an hour. I hope that’s okay.’

      Becky had felt a flash of irritation, but these were entirely voluntary interviews, and at least she could speak to Mallory, although other than checking her story against those of her old friends, she hadn’t expected any stunning revelations.

      There had been just one interesting moment.

      ‘Do you believe Gabriella’s allegations about your partner, Miss Hansen?’ Becky asked.

      ‘Of course not.’

      Becky leaned forward. ‘Yes you do.’

      She watched Mallory shake her head, but could see the doubt in her eyes.

      ‘Question is, do you think he would harm her to silence her?’

      Mallory shook her head again. This time the tension was absent from her face, and it told Becky what she wanted to know. Hansen believed her partner capable of making sexual advances on another woman, but she didn’t think he would hurt her.

      Was she right? Becky didn’t know. Maybe it was what Mallory wanted to believe, but with no more questions to ask, she had brought the interview to a close.

      

      As Becky showed Mallory out of the building, Nathan Brennan hurried in looking more than a little frazzled. He muttered something to Mallory, who gave him a look of concern but shrugged as she pulled keys from her bag and headed to the door. Becky could only assume he’d told her not to wait for him.

      Five minutes into her conversation with Brennan, she was beginning to feel it was a total waste of time. She hadn’t found a single discrepancy between any of their stories, and that left just one piece of information that she hoped might jolt Brennan into a reaction.

      ‘Mr Brennan, as I’ve mentioned, we know someone paid Gabriella a considerable sum of money shortly after she reported your behaviour.’

      ‘She didn’t report it. She made it up.’

      ‘Did you ask your friend Akin Musa to pay her to retract her statement?’

      ‘Of course not, because it was a work of fiction.’

      ‘Not according to your friend Connor Healy. His source was apparently very clear.’

      ‘What source? That’s just another lie.’

      Becky watched his face closely as she spoke. ‘Do you know a woman called Jodie Perry?’

      Two lines of confusion appeared between Nathan’s brows. ‘Yes, although I haven’t seen her for fifteen years. She lives in America now.’

      Had Healy been lying to her? Becky didn’t think so.

      ‘Mr Healy tells me that the information regarding your suspension came from her.’

      There was no doubting the look of amazement on Nathan’s face. ‘How the fuck would she know anything about me?’

      Thinking she was finally getting somewhere, Becky leaned forward, but before she could say another word, the door flew open and Cass burst in. ‘Ma’am, the boss wants you. Now!’

      Excitement was written all over Cass’s face. Pushing back her chair, Becky picked up her notes.

      ‘Okay, Mr Brennan. I’m sorry but I’m going to have to cut this short. We’ll

      be speaking to Jodie Perry – who, according to Mr Healy, isn’t in America. In the meantime, another officer will be with you shortly to conclude the interview.’

      She was gabbling, but Cass’s eagerness was infectious. Had they found the baby? Or was it Gabriella? There was no way she was allowing Nathan Brennan to leave the building until she knew.
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      ‘What’s going on, Cass?’ Becky asked as they hurried towards the incident room.

      ‘There’s been a message sent to Taya Kimura about Hana.’

      ‘What does it say?’

      ‘We think it’s a clue about where she is, and the boss wants you with us. We need everyone on this.’

      Cass and Becky burst through the doors to an incident room buzzing with energy. Was this good news or bad?

      She hurried across to Tom, who was holding his phone out in front of him, Taya’s face on the screen.

      Before Becky had a chance to speak, she heard Keith call out, ‘Sir, one of the dog handlers just called. Says he’s seen the clues and he thinks he knows where they might lead. He walks the dog there sometimes.’

      Keith passed him a piece of paper and Tom quickly scanned it.

      ‘Taya, does Rivington Terraced Gardens mean anything to you?’

      Becky watched Taya’s face over Tom’s shoulder. Her swollen eyes shot open. ‘Yes! Oh God, yes! We used to go as kids. Is that where you think she is? I’ve got to go!’

      Taya was on her feet and she appeared to throw her phone to Charley.

      ‘Taya’s gone. I need to go after her, sir, or she and Raff will be in the car before I can stop them.’

      ‘Don’t let that happen, Charley. You drive. Rob’s on his way to you, but I’ll divert him and he can meet you on the way. We’ll work out exactly where in Rivington Gardens Hana might be, if the dog handler is right and it’s not a wild goose chase. We’ll get on to Lancashire police – Rivington’s their patch – and have them start searching while we try to work out the details. And let’s hope to God we’re right.’

      And we’re not too late, a little voice inside Becky whispered.

      

      Within minutes of learning where little Hana might be, the big screen at one end of the incident room was showing photographs of an area Becky assumed was Rivington Terraced Gardens – a place she had heard of but never visited.

      ‘If this is where she is,’ Tom said, ‘we’re going to need to understand the clues if we want to find her. There are forty-five acres of gardens, lots of winding paths, caves, old buildings, even lakes. I went there as a kid, but it was completely overgrown. Even then I could sense the magic of the place.’

      ‘What kind of gardens are they? Like a park, do you mean?’

      Tom shook his head. ‘Lord Leverhulme built the gardens early in the twentieth century – apparently somewhere for him to relax and entertain, so the website says. They were left to go to ruin, but they’ve been renovated in recent years. It’s not going to be easy to find her. There are too many places to hide. We need to understand the clues better. The dog handler thinks the message might relate to an old pigeon tower, but we’ve got the Lancashire force involved and someone who knows the place is going to try to be more specific.’

      Becky saw Keith hurrying over to where they were standing.

      ‘We’ve heard back from Facebook, sir, about the message to Miss Kimura. They’ve confirmed the email address. We’ve checked the disposable email domains database, and as suspected it’s bogus and probably deleted by now. We’ve got the IP address of where the post was made – free Wi-Fi at Piccadilly station. We can pull up CCTV to see if there’s anyone that we or Miss Kimura recognise, but there’s a football match today.’

      ‘Oh Christ. Mark warned me about this. He said he’s going to be busy because it’s Chelsea versus Man U, and all the fans arrive at Piccadilly. Bloody thousands of them.’ Becky’s partner, Mark, worked for British Transport Police and dreaded match days.

      ‘We’re not going to be able to get Taya looking through footage right now, that’s for sure,’ Tom said just as his phone rang. Glancing quickly at Keith and Becky, he switched it to speaker.

      ‘Tom Douglas.’

      ‘DI Ryan Metcalfe, Lancashire police. We’ve spoken to one of our team who’s familiar with the Rivington area. There’s a building commonly known as the Pigeon Tower, or the Dovecote. It’s likely to be the one your officer mentioned as it stands above one of the lakes – the Italian Lake – which, before it was restored, was indeed full of mud. There are loads of steps, though, so it could be any of them, but the good news is that it’s quite an open area and we have about twenty officers on their way.’

      ‘And the three kisses?’

      ‘My officer has a theory, but he’s not sure. One of the buildings – a pavilion or a summer house – has a balustrade which contains three crosses – sideways, you know, like the letter X. He’s wondering if that could be the kisses.’

      Becky felt a tingle run through her body. It had to be where Hana was, and in a childish gesture she had never entirely been able to lose, she crossed her fingers behind her back. Please let her be alive.

      ‘Right, DI Metcalfe. We’re on our way. Let me know when you have news.’

      Tom turned to Keith.

      ‘Keep things moving here, Keith. Let Rob and Charley know what’s happening but keep the parents back until we know more. Becky, you’re with me.’
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      As they ran to the car, Tom threw his keys to Becky. ‘Here you go. You drive. I’ve got calls to make. Just don’t make me regret it.’ He climbed into the passenger seat, slamming the door.

      Becky loved to drive, but Tom thought she was a maniac behind the wheel. Normally he would have expected her to make a joke about him indulging her, but there didn’t seem much to joke about at the moment.

      ‘Is this still going to be our case?’ Becky asked.

      ‘The abduction took place on our patch, so as far as I’m concerned, the answer is yes. Let’s just hope the poor baby’s okay.’

      ‘If these gardens are so popular, won’t someone have found her if she’s out in the open?’

      ‘She might be well hidden, and it’s peeing down again. Not the perfect day for a walk.’

      And not a perfect day for a child who was already suffering to be out in the cold and rain, Tom thought.

      As they headed up the motorway, his phone rang. He could see it was DI Metcalfe and held his breath as he touched the dashboard screen.

      The detective’s voice filled the car: ‘We’ve found her, sir! She’s okay!’

      ‘Thank God!’ Tom said, releasing a long slow breath. He glanced at Becky and smiled.

      ‘I don’t think she’s happy, but there’s nothing wrong with her lungs. I could hear her crying when I spoke to the officer who’s with her, so she’s quite distressed – but who can blame her? The paramedics are checking her over. She was in a buggy under an overhang on one of the pavilions. The buggy had a rain cover so at least she was dry. I guess whoever left her there must have known someone would find her quickly because it’s a popular part of the gardens – less so in this weather – but no one saw who abandoned her. A young couple found her. They had a look round thinking maybe her mother or father had gone for a pee or fallen over. They were about to call the police when my officers arrived on the scene.’

      ‘Poor little girl.’

      ‘I’ve just arrived at the scene,’ DI Metcalfe said. ‘If you’re okay to hang on I’ll go and talk to the paramedics so you can update the parents.’

      Tom could hear puffing and panting, presumably DI Metcalfe was running.

      ‘The baby seems fine, other than suffering from the remnants of a cold. There are no signs of injury – only a nappy that urgently needs changing.’

      ‘That’s brilliant news. I’ll get on to her parents now and let them know. They’re on their way to you.’

      ‘Fine. I’ll see you shortly. In the meantime, is it possible to check with her mother if she had a cuddly toy with her when she was taken – and if so, what type of toy it was?’

      Tom glanced at Becky, who looked as bemused as Tom felt.

      ‘Of course. Is there a specific reason?’

      ‘She was apparently clutching one, and screamed blue murder when it was taken from her.’

      ‘Did you need to take it?’ Tom asked.

      ‘We did, and you’ll see why when you get here. It would be good to know if it’s hers, though, or if the perpetrator gave it to her.’

      ‘I’ll get on to the FLO so she can tell the parents Hana’s fine, and I’ll check out the toy at the same time. I’ll get back to you.’ Tom ended the call. ‘I wonder what that’s all about?’

      ‘No idea. We’re only about five minutes out, though, so you’ll find out soon enough.’

      Charley would have the phone on hands-free, so Tom considered his words carefully as he tapped the screen to make the call.

      ‘Charley, Tom Douglas here. Are you on speaker?’

      ‘Yes, sir. And Taya and her husband are in the car with me.’

      ‘Then I’m pleased to let you know we have Hana safe and sound.’

      He heard a sob of relief from someone – Taya, he assumed – and a bit of throat clearing from her more contained husband.

      ‘The clues in the message led officers to the right place, and the paramedics have checked her. She’s fine. I’m about to arrive at the scene, but I have a question. Did Hana have any kind of cuddly toy with her when she was taken?’

      Tom could just make out Taya’s voice, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying. Charley repeated her words.

      ‘Taya said she had a sheep – white, but a bit grubby because it’s hard to get it out of her hands.’

      ‘Okay, thanks for that. We’ll see you there shortly.’
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      Nate and I went to the police station in our own cars and I left before him, so we haven’t had a chance to speak. He phoned to say he was on his way back and that his interview was cut short because something more important had come up. I could sense his relief.

      ‘How did it go?’ I asked.

      ‘Not now. Wait till I’m home.’

      I’d had to settle for that, but as I hear the bang of his car door I walk into the kitchen and switch on the coffee machine. Nate stomps in, flings his keys on the worktop and growls, ‘Jodie’s back. It was her.’

      I spin towards him. ‘What? What was her?’

      ‘She told Connor about Gabi.’

      ‘Jodie? Jodie Perry?’ He gives me a look as if I’m being stupid. ‘Isn’t she in America?’

      ‘Evidently not.’

      Nate pulls out a stool from under the breakfast bar and slumps onto it. ‘Bitch.’

      He’s probably itching for a fight with someone, so I let the offensive word go. Instead, I focus on making coffee.

      I don’t know what to think about Jodie. We were all about to go off to university and Taya to chef school when, to my surprise, Jodie decided to turn down a course in fashion design and head to the US instead. I haven’t heard from her since, and as far as I was aware she never came back. It seems I was wrong.

      Before either of us can say more, my mobile rings. I’m puzzled to see it’s Barbara. She rarely calls me.

      ‘It’s your mum,’ I say, picking up the phone and pulling a ‘What the hell?’ face at Nate.

      ‘Don’t answer it!’

      He’s too late.

      ‘Hello, Barbara. What can I do for you?’

      ‘I’m trying to get hold of Nathan, but he’s either not answering his phone or it’s switched off.’

      I glance at Nate, who is running his fingers through his hair, brushing it back from his forehead, his eyes wide.

      ‘Oh, maybe he’s got it on silent. He’s right here. Do you want to speak to him?’

      ‘That won’t be necessary. Since you called round yesterday, his father and I have been giving the situation some thought and would like to see him. Perhaps he would be kind enough to pay us a visit.’

      With that, she ends the call.

      I put my mobile gently on the worktop and take a deep breath. And then another.

      ‘You left me a note telling me you’d spoken to your mum this morning, that you couldn’t come to the police station because you had to go to see your dad. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?’

      Nate’s jaw is set solid, and I know instantly that he is about to go on the offensive.

      ‘I couldn’t face the police, okay? I’ve had to put up with this shit for the last two weeks, with no one, and I include you in that, truly believing me. I did nothing! And now I’m being practically accused of abducting this girl, paying her off via one of my friends, and I feel as if I’m going mad. So when I woke at five this morning, I decided I needed some time alone – not making excuses, not denying things I haven’t done. I went for a drive. I went to the reservoir, had a walk round, tried to clear my head. Anything wrong with that?’

      ‘Yes, there is. You could have told me the truth. You didn’t need to lie to me.’

      I only just stop myself saying the word ‘again’, but he knows it’s there, hovering between us, and he appears to crumple.

      I can’t bear to witness his pain. Not only is he facing the possible end of his career, but it’s exposed flaws in our relationship that might prove difficult to heal. I need to do something about it before it’s too late.

      I walk around the island to where he’s sitting, wrap my arms around him from behind and gently kiss the back of his neck.

      ‘I know this must seem like the end of the world, but we’re fighters. When this girl reappears from wherever she’s hiding we’ll get her to tell the truth. I’m on your side.’

      He spins round on the stool to face me, his face bleak.

      ‘Are you? Are you really? Because it doesn’t feel like that. I keep sensing that you don’t believe me. I feel so isolated, Mallory – so completely alone. My whole life has been ruined by a lie. And I don’t know how to fix it.’

      His voice breaks, and I bite my lip, trying to think of the right words.

      ‘I just need you to tell me the truth – always, about everything. If you lie about one thing, I have to assume you lie about everything.’ He looks ashamed, and I need to explain why I find trust so difficult. ‘You know I had a relationship that went badly wrong before I met you. I’ve told you a bit about it, and although we agreed not to stew over our past loves and bad choices, you deserve to understand what happened. The guy was one of my lecturers at university. Married, I’m ashamed to say. I was young enough to believe the usual bullshit about being unhappy but not wanting to leave the kids. Even after I got my degree I let it run on, always there when he wanted me, trying not to make any demands, trying always to be the perfect mistress because I believed I only had to wait another couple of years.’

      Nate puts his arms around my waist. He knows what’s coming. He has to, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.

      ‘When I reached the grand old age of twenty-five, I decided I deserved more. I was sick of being squeezed into any free time he could spare, which was becoming increasingly rare, so I decided to confront him. I marched into his office, ready to say my piece. But he was busy. With another student. Another me, if you like, on her knees in front of him. I’ll spare you the details.’

      Nate pulled me tighter. ‘I’m so sorry, darling.’

      I shrug. ‘It’s okay. I was an idiot for trusting him. But the point is that I did trust him, and it’s hard to understand why. It turned out this girl was just the latest – it seems he chose a new student each year, although most of them had the sense to move away at the end of their course. He’d been lying to me from day one – about everything. It took me a long time to get over that.’

      ‘And now not only is it hard for you to trust men, but you also remember the old me – the one you despised.’

      ‘I didn’t despise you, Nate. Never. You were my friend, and I thought you were gorgeous, if I’m honest. But I was proud, vain and couldn’t bear the thought of becoming one of your rejects and the entire world knowing about it.’

      ‘I know I messed girls around back then, but I would have been different with you.’

      I smile at that. ‘To me, it always seems safer to assume the worst. Someone once told me that a pessimist sacrifices potential long-term happiness for immediate certainty, and that’s always been me. I care far too much about what people think – how they see me. The image of a clever, successful woman, always in control, is just that – an image – and I’ve never wanted anyone, even you, to know about the nagging critical voice in my head, telling me I’m not quite good enough.’

      Nate lifts his hands to cradle my face. ‘To me, you’re perfect. You always have been. I don’t want you to change, but I do want you to trust me. I promise I won’t let you down.’

      I know he means it, and I feel a stab of guilt because Nate isn’t the only one who’s lied. But I haven’t yet worked out how to tell him the truth.
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      Tom had decided it wasn’t worth calling DI Metcalfe about the toy as they were so close, and ten minutes later Becky pulled the car up at the point where police tape prevented further progress. A wiry young man with ginger hair made his way towards them clutching two plastic evidence bags in his gloved hands.

      ‘DCI Douglas? Ryan Metcalfe.’

      Tom lifted the tape and he and Becky passed under it to meet the Lancashire detective.

      ‘DI Becky Robinson.’ Becky smiled a greeting and glanced towards the ambulance. ‘If it’s okay with you, boss, I’ll go and check on Hana with the paramedics.’

      Tom nodded his agreement and turned back to Metcalfe, who pointed down a steep flight of steps.

      ‘We’ve tried to create something of an approach path near to where Hana was discovered, sir, but the area had been well trodden in the hour between when she was first found and our guys getting here. I think the couple pushed her buggy around to try and stop her crying, and I doubt we’ll be able to differentiate between relevant evidence and general crap, to be honest.’

      Before he had a chance to respond, Tom’s attention was drawn to raised voices from beyond the cordon.

      ‘Come on, man. You can’t be serious. We’ve been working on this for months.’

      He turned to see a group of six men and women, some in wellingtons, others in full waders, each carrying an industrial-sized fork or spade, talking to a uniformed officer. Another group were pulling wheelbarrows and rakes from the back of a van parked beside the track. Metcalfe excused himself and went across to speak to them.

      ‘I’m sorry, but we can’t allow any access to this area for the moment,’ Tom heard him say.

      He moved across to join the DI as a tall, bearded man stepped up to the tape.

      ‘Mate, I can see something’s going on here, and we’ve no intention of interfering with what you’re doing, but surely there’s a way that we can get past without causing a problem.’

      ‘Where are you trying to get to?’ DI Metcalfe asked.

      ‘We’re volunteers. We’ve been working on the site every weekend for nearly a year, clearing paths, rebuilding walls, draining ponds.’

      DI Metcalfe’s brow creased in a sympathetic frown. ‘Sorry, guys, it’s just not possible right now.’

      The man frowned for a moment, and then looked up with a bright smile. ‘Hey, we could start on the pond at the bottom of the ravine – the other end of the gardens. That way we won’t bugger up your scene, if that’s the concern.’

      Tom had some sympathy. The volunteers were clearly all geared up and ready to go, and he was relieved it wasn’t his problem. As DI Metcalfe explained that the gardens were closed and they would have to come back another day, Tom’s attention was drawn by two cars skidding to a halt – a white Toyota, driven by Charley Hughes, followed by a dark grey Audi that he knew to be Rob Cumba’s. The white car had barely stopped before the back doors flew open and Taya Kimura and a man Tom assumed to be Raff Fischer leaped out and spun in circles, looking around frantically.

      Rob ran across to their car, grasping Taya as she stumbled. Tom couldn’t hear what his sergeant was saying, but Rob pointed to the ambulance parked inside the police barrier. Tom heard a cry of anguish. Even though her parents had been told Hana was unharmed, he guessed they wouldn’t believe it until they saw her with their own eyes.

      Without another word, Taya started to run, Raff close behind. Rob beat them to the tape and lifted it as they raced towards the ambulance where Becky was holding Hana, jogging her gently up and down, singing softly to the child. She must have spotted Taya running towards them, because she whispered something in Hana’s ear, and the little girl’s head whipped round. Taya reached out as if to snatch her from Becky’s arms, but Raff touched her shoulder and she seemed to realise how frightening that might be. She took a breath and smiled at her daughter, lifting her arms so that Becky could calmly transfer the child to her.

      Hana reached out and Taya took her gently, whispering to her, stroking her hair. Raff wrapped them both carefully in his arms, and Rob turned to Tom, a huge grin splitting his ever-cheerful face. The two detectives watched as Becky left the joyous parents with their child and walked over to join them, lifting a hand to wipe tears from her cheeks.

      She cleared her throat. ‘What do you think this is all about, boss? Why take Hana, keep her for less than twenty-four hours, and then leave her here? It’s miles from where she was taken, and there’s been no ransom demand.’

      Before he had a chance to answer, DI Metcalfe strode across, hands pushed deep into his trouser pockets.

      ‘Those volunteers are none too happy, but we need to search the area in case the kidnapper is hiding, watching until they know the child has been recovered. We need to restrict access for at least a couple of hours. Do you agree, sir?’

      ‘Absolutely. We’re just over the border into your territory now, DI Metcalfe, but the abduction took place in south Manchester, so I guess it stays my case. I’ll get my superintendent to open discussions with your guys, but until it’s sorted it makes sense to work together, especially as your officers are on the scene.’

      ‘Agreed. Despite thinking a search for evidence might be a bit of a fruitless exercise, there’s something you should see.’

      The DI held up a plastic evidence bag, inside which Tom could see a brightly coloured scarf. It looked like silk, and definitely not something you would normally give a child to wear.

      ‘It was on the ground close to where the couple found Hana. It was trampled into the mud, but there are some clean bits that suggest it hadn’t been there long. We don’t know if it’s related.’

      Becky was studying her mobile, and Tom gave her a puzzled glance.

      ‘Becky?’ he said.

      She continued to stare at her phone. ‘Sorry, boss, I was just…’ She clicked on the screen and turned it round. ‘I think this has just got a whole lot more serious.’

      On her screen was a photo showing a close-up of a woman’s upper body, a scarf wound carefully around her neck.

      Tom didn’t need to look at the evidence bag.

      ‘Where did you get this picture?’

      Becky lowered the phone and raised her eyes to Tom’s. ‘From Michaela Stafford. It’s a photo of Gabi, and I think that’s her scarf.’

      

      Becky’s gaze shifted from Tom to Rob and back again. She could see confusion on DI Metcalfe’s face, but that paled into insignificance against the looks of concern from her two Manchester colleagues.

      Why would Hana Fischer have a scarf belonging to Gabriella Stafford? What were they missing?

      Tom quickly explained who Gabriella Stafford was to the Lancashire detective.

      ‘Did she know this child?’ Metcalfe asked.

      Tom shook his head. ‘Not to the best of our knowledge, although there is a somewhat spurious link between the people involved in the two cases.’

      Becky pointed again at the scarf in the DI’s hands. ‘Could you hold it up so I can take a photo, please?’

      Metcalfe obliged, and Becky took the picture.

      ‘If it’s okay with you, boss, I might have a word with Taya and her husband before they leave. I’ll ask if they know Gabi.’

      She could see Tom was distracted, trying to understand what the connection might be, but she didn’t think he was having any more luck than she was.

      ‘Can you also ask about the toy, DI Robinson?’ Metcalfe asked.

      ‘The name’s Becky, and we already did. Hana had a white stuffed sheep.’

      ‘No other toys? Just the sheep?’

      Becky couldn’t see why this was so important, and gave him a questioning look.

      ‘Unfortunately, that’s not the toy she was clutching. We were very loath to take it from her because she became slightly hysterical when we tried, but we had to get it from her before the parents arrived.’

      He was biting the corner of his bottom lip, and Tom and Becky exchanged a glance.

      ‘Surely it wouldn’t have mattered if she held onto it for a while?’ Becky said. ‘She isn’t likely to have destroyed any more evidence in that time.’

      ‘That wasn’t the reason for taking it. The toy she had wasn’t a sheep.’ DI Metcalfe held up the second plastic evidence bag.

      Inside was a black cuddly toy, and at first sight it looked cute. Then Metcalfe turned the bag round. Even when new, there would have been something terrifying about the head, with its black and white stripes, its pointed nose and half-open mouth, a protruding pale pink felt tongue hanging limply to one side.

      Becky peered closer and felt a breath catch in the back of her throat.

      The creature’s eyes had been gouged out of its head, leaving nothing but two huge holes where its eyeballs used to be.

      There was no mistaking what it was. A toy badger.
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      The gruesome face of the toy was puzzling Becky. Why a badger? And why dig out the eyes?

      It seemed to be a warning, as if it was intended to frighten – but who, and why? There was no way the disfigured badger should be shown to Taya, but if it was significant, they needed to understand why.

      ‘I think it’s safe to let them take their daughter home, don’t you, sir?’ Metcalfe said.

      Tom nodded. ‘We’ll need to speak to them again, but yes. Good idea. I don’t think we’ll get much out of them right now. Their attention is quite rightly focused on their daughter.’

      Becky was about to make her way across to the family to let them know Charley would take them home when Rob spoke.

      ‘Hang on a minute.’ He turned to Tom. ‘Boss, when Becky and I initially interviewed Nathan Brennan, he said he took Gabi into his office that evening because the catering staff were around. When you and I talked to Taya, she said she’d recently catered an event at Brennan’s office. Could the two be related? Do you think Taya saw something? Maybe that’s what the note was about, telling her to keep her mouth shut.’

      Becky felt a jolt of excitement. Was this the link they had been looking for? Could it be as simple as that? Had Taya seen what happened between Brennan and Gabi, so she had to be warned to say nothing? Had Brennan abducted both Gabi and Hana? Was Mallory his accomplice – the woman who drove Taya’s car away?

      Tom frowned. ‘Sounds promising, Rob, but this is an emotional moment for Hana’s parents, so we need to handle it carefully. Becky, you should speak to them. We can ask about the badger, although only in broad terms for now, but then show Taya a photo of Gabi. Let’s see if she recognises her.’

      Becky nodded and headed towards where the family were talking to Charley. Her mind was spinning. Was Brennan the link? Was it starting to make sense?

      ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you,’ she said. ‘I’m sure the only thing you want to do is get Hana home, but I have a couple of questions, if that’s okay?’

      Taya and Raff glanced anxiously at each other.

      ‘Nothing much – just a couple of details,’ Becky said, keen to reassure them. ‘Can I show you a scarf? It’s possible you have something like this.’

      She showed them the picture on her phone, and Taya immediately shook her head. ‘Not my type of thing. I don’t generally wear loud colours.’

      ‘Okay, that’s helpful. Can I ask if either of you know a woman called Gabriella Stafford, better known as Gabi?’

      Becky didn’t sense any shock at the mention of her name and, finding the only photo she had of the missing woman, she turned her phone to show them.

      Raff took his time, but slowly shook his head. ‘Do you think she’s the one who took Hana?’

      ‘There may be a connection.’

      Taya was still staring at the screen. ‘There’s something familiar about her. I don’t know her, but I think I may have seen her.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, I’m probably not thinking straight right now.’

      ‘That’s okay. If anything comes to you, please let me know.’ Much as she wanted to ask if Taya had seen her at Brennan’s office, she didn’t want to put the thought into her head. ‘One last question, and then you can take your beautiful little girl home. Does Hana have, or has she ever had, a toy badger?’

      Raff was the first to shake his head, but Taya looked dazed. ‘A badger?’

      ‘Yes – a stuffed toy.’

      ‘Can I see it?’

      ‘I’m afraid not. We have to examine it for evidence.’

      To Becky’s surprise, Taya handed Hana to Raff and walked to the side of the ambulance and looked around.

      ‘Taya?’ Raff said.

      ‘I really hadn’t thought about where we are. I should have made the connection, but I was focused on finding my baby. It looks so different now.’

      Becky took a step towards her. ‘Does this place mean something to you?’

      ‘I’ve not been here for fifteen years, and we didn’t often come to this corner of the gardens. There wasn’t really a lake then. It was full of mud. We’re still at Rivington, aren’t we?’

      ‘Rivington Terraced Gardens, yes.’

      ‘And you found her with a badger?’

      ‘That’s right. Do you want to tell me why that’s significant?’

      ‘We used to come here when we were kids. We called this place the lost garden. And we played a game. We called it Badger.’
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      Despite the knots inside me, my conversation with Nate earlier has left me feeling closer to him than I have for the last few days. There is a dark cloud hanging over us, but I’m determined we will weather it together, and we’ve decided to ignore Nate’s dad’s summons. We don’t need the stress.

      Our truce ends when my phone rings again. Connor.

      ‘Don’t answer,’ Nate says. ‘He’s a bloody traitor.’

      For a moment I consider doing as he asks, but I want to understand how Jodie fits into the picture. Ignoring the irritation on Nate’s face, I take the call.

      ‘I need to see you, Connor,’ I say. ‘And I want to talk to Jodie. Where is she?’

      ‘Wow, Mallory. Good to speak to you too! I’m actually calling because I have some news and thought I’d be good enough to share it with you before you see it on the television. But I can hang up now if you like.’

      That silences me for a moment, and Connor leaps into the gap: ‘They’ve found Taya’s baby.’

      I slump into a chair. ‘Oh, thank God. Is she okay?’

      ‘She’s fine. Taya called to stop me from pursuing the idea of contacting all and sundry to try to find her. Not that I was going to.’

      ‘Where was she found?’

      ‘Well, here’s the thing, and it’s the real reason I’m calling. Hana was found at Rivington – you remember, where we used to go as kids?’

      ‘Of course I remember. Nate’s parents still live close by – as you very well know.’

      ‘Hmm. Well, apparently when they found Hana she was clutching a toy badger.’

      ‘A badger?’

      Nate’s head jerks up and his brows knit together as he looks at me.

      ‘Taya wasn’t allowed to see it, but Hana has apparently never had a toy badger, so the police are wondering where it came from.’

      ‘Do you think—’

      ‘Of course I bloody think. This isn’t a coincidence, is it? The lost garden, the badger. We’re the only ones who could make that connection.’

      He’s wrong, though. It was always the six of us, but I can’t forget the longing in the eyes of the girl from the pub on the last night we were all together. Nor can I forget the way we treated her. She didn’t deserve it, but from the moment she drew up in her car, everything seemed to go wrong.

      

  




15 years ago

      It had been five minutes since Erin had disappeared into the woods to hide, fully expecting us all to come chasing after her, although the only one she wanted to find her was Nate. She seemed desperate to get him alone. None of us liked her for intruding on our party, or for the way she was crawling all over Nate, who looked horrified, although to be fair he’d brought it on himself. But I was starting to feel uncomfortable.

      ‘Okay, we’ve had our fun. Let’s go and look for her. These woods are a nightmare, and she could easily get lost.’

      ‘Jesus, Mallory, you’re such a lightweight,’ Connor grumbled. ‘She’s got Jodie’s phone number. If she’s worried, she’ll call.’

      I glanced at Jodie, but she looked away. She was up to something.

      ‘Give it another five minutes,’ Akin said eventually. ‘If we’ve not heard from her, I agree with Mallory. We should go and find her. I’ll work out a search plan.’

      Connor scoffed. ‘For fuck’s sake, Akin, we know these woods like the backs of our hands. She won’t have gone far. She wanted lover boy to find her, and I bet she told you which way she was going, didn’t she?’

      We all turned towards Nate. ‘She said something about finding a hollow filled with leaves, and then muttered something vaguely disgusting that I’m not going to repeat.’

      Only Connor laughed.

      This was no way to treat the girl, and I gave Taya a look. She was staring at the ground between her stretched-out legs. She was never confrontational, but she wouldn’t like this any more than I did.

      ‘Did you take her number when you put yours in her phone?’ I asked Jodie.

      ‘Nope!’ She was quiet for a moment, and then she gave Nate a sly grin. ‘But to be fair, it wasn’t my number I put in her phone.’

      I stared, open-mouthed. ‘But that was for her safety, in case she got lost. Fuck, Jodie, that was mean!’

      Jodie laughed. ‘Relax, Mrs Goody Two Shoes. I did put a number in – it just wasn’t mine.’

      Everyone was silent, staring at her.

      ‘I gave her yours, Nate. Funny thing is, she believed she already had it. There was an entry under your name, but somehow she seems to have mysteriously been given a version with a couple of reversed digits. I simply corrected it.’

      Nate jumped to his feet. ‘You’re a fucking idiot, Jodie. I haven’t got my phone with me. I left it charging, ready for the journey tomorrow. Jesus! You moron. I’m going to look for her.’

      Taya was on her feet too. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself, Jodie. You think this is funny, don’t you? Everything you do is always at the expense of others, but you’ve gone too far this time.’

      I winced at her words, but like me, Taya probably just wanted it to be over.

      ‘We’re coming with you, Nate,’ I said.

      Nate turned to Connor and Akin. ‘Look, whatever you think of her, no one deserves to get lost here. It’s pitch black under the trees. She could easily slip into the ravine. You can wait half an hour if you want in the hope that she turns up safely, but I don’t want my last memory of this place to be haunted by the thought of a girl scared shitless, as I bet she is. So get off your arses and help me find her.’

      Akin didn’t need any persuading; he probably already had a plan. Connor got wearily to his feet, but despite his bluster, he was uncomfortable. He thought it would just be a trick with a safety net – Jodie’s number. Whatever his faults, he wouldn’t want the girl to be terrified.

      Jodie stood up too, trying to pretend it was a lot of fuss about nothing, but she could sense the mood and her cheeks were flushed. She couldn’t bring herself to look at us as Akin gave his orders. For once, no one scoffed or demurred.

      ‘Nate, follow the treeline east. She most likely stuck close to the path, hoping you’d be able to find her quickly.’

      Nate stared at him. ‘Which way is east?’

      Akin pointed to the right. ‘Mallory, treeline west. Jodie, straight ahead is north – you take that path.’

      One by one, he gave us all our instructions. We had to return to the clearing, with or without Erin, in no more than twenty minutes. We all scurried off.

      I wished we were searching in pairs. It was eerie in the woods, and although my eyes adjusted to the dense gloom, I was surrounded by shadows. It felt as if the trees were stealthily closing in on me, waiting to surround me, to devour me. The only thing keeping me together was the fact that I could hear Connor banging around in the bushes close by. At least I hoped it was Connor.

      ‘Game’s over, Erin,’ Nate shouted again and again, his voice getting fainter as he moved away.

      We were fanning out, and as we got further from the clearing, the sounds of my friends became less distinct until I was totally alone. When I stood still, the woods were silent. When I moved, the dry leaves crackled under my feet, masking other noises. I walked a few paces then stopped abruptly, wondering if the crunches would continue, if someone was following me in the dark.

      The moon had gone, thick clouds covering the sky. Rain was finally forecast, and I could barely see a thing. I pulled my phone out of my pocket to check the time, but my shaking fingers dropped it, and I couldn’t see where it was. I felt a flash of dismay. It was a Motorola Razr with a flip-up screen. My Dad had bought it for me as a reward for my exam results, and if I lost it, he would kill me.

      I dropped to my knees and groped around in the dead leaves. ‘Where are you?’ I whispered, not thinking of Erin, but of my phone. I could only just make out shapes in the dense blackness under the trees, and I felt a mounting wave of panic.

      Minutes passed before my hand finally touched something cold and metallic, and I sighed with relief. Grabbing the phone from under the leaves, I flipped up the screen to discover time was nearly up. I had to return to the clearing. But I noticed something else: there was no signal on my phone. If any of us got lost, we couldn’t call for help.

      I felt an overwhelming desire to cry. It should have been such a good night – the six of us together, maybe for the last time. But thanks to Nate’s obsession with pulling girls and Connor’s wild streak, it had become a disaster.

      I turned around and stumbled back as quickly as I could. Taya was already there alone, pacing back and forth. She spun round when she heard me coming.

      ‘I’m not happy about this,’ she said – somewhat stating the obvious. ‘What the hell’s wrong with those guys? Between them, Nate and Connor have ruined tonight. And Jodie’s no better.’

      I was about to say it wasn’t about ruining our night; it was about some poor girl lost in the woods, when Akin burst through the trees.

      ‘Any sign?’

      Taya and I both shook our heads. Akin swallowed as if he had something stuck in his throat. Fear, at a guess.

      ‘Okay, let’s wait and see what the others have found.’

      We stood, staring at the space in the trees through which we had all entered the wood. But no one came.
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      Tom and Becky were still at Rivington. They needed to set up an incident room, and it was debatable whether this should be close to where little Hana had been abducted or where she was found. It would depend on which force was given ownership of the case, and Tom had been on the phone trying to get a decision.

      ‘All the top brass are probably at this bloody course that Philippa escaped from,’ he muttered to no one in particular.

      For the moment, a team from Lancashire Constabulary was combing the woods for evidence, but it was a public place and well used, so unless they found someone hiding in the bushes it didn’t seem likely they would discover evidence crucial to the case.

      Taya was known to the abductor, that much was clear. It also seemed evident that Hana had been taken to scare her. The note left on the seat of the car suggested that Taya had information she was being warned not to share. She said she hadn’t a clue what this might be, although she could be obeying the abductor’s warning to say nothing.

      Why had a scarf matching one apparently worn by Gabi Stafford been found near the baby? What was the connection between the two cases? The only common denominator appeared to be Nathan Brennan.

      Becky had been tasked with getting the scarf checked out, but as Tom watched her walking towards him, her face was a picture of disappointment.

      ‘I’m not sure the scarf is as significant as I’d hoped. An image search reveals it’s available on Amazon for eighteen quid, so anyone could have bought one. Amazon’s probably not the only outlet for the brand, so unless we can get some of Gabi’s DNA from it, it might be nothing.’

      ‘Do you think?’ Tom said. ‘Because I don’t. We’ve got two events that involve people who, according to Taya, used to gather in this exact place to play a game called Badger. That can’t be a coincidence. Then there’s the scarf – identical to one worn by Gabi. It’s not credible that Hana’s abduction and Gabi’s disappearance are unconnected. The question is, did Gabi abduct Hana? And if so, how the hell did she know the significance of this place and of the badger?’

      Rob bounded across to join them, looking considerably more cheerful than Tom felt.

      ‘Boss, Charley just tried to get you, but your line was busy. She’s on her way home with the family, but Taya asked to see the photo of Gabi again and she wants to speak to you.’ Rob put his phone on speaker and passed it to Tom.

      ‘Taya, you’ve remembered something about the woman in the photo?’ Tom asked.

      ‘I can’t be one-hundred-per-cent sure, but I think I may have seen her when I was catering an event at Nate Brennan’s firm a couple of weeks ago.’

      Rob punched the air. He had been right.

      ‘Can you give me any context?’

      ‘She was crying. She rushed out of one of the offices and headed to the bathroom.’

      ‘Do you know which office?’

      ‘Yes, it was Nate’s – I saw him. He was perched on the edge of the desk facing the door.’

      ‘Did he see you?’

      ‘I don’t know. He was watching the girl. I didn’t think it was my place to interfere, so I went back to the kitchen. I hope that’s helpful. I only saw her for a few moments, so I could be wrong. But I don’t think so.’

      Tom was keen to ask more, to discover if anything she had seen might explain the note left in her car. But Hana was crying, and with an apology Taya hung up.

      ‘What do we think?’

      ‘Two interpretations,’ Becky said. ‘Brennan’s telling the truth. Gabi took the baby because Taya was a witness to her lies and had to be warned off.’

      ‘Okay,’ Tom said. ‘But how does Gabi know about Rivington and Badger? I suppose any of them could have talked about it, but it doesn’t explain the money in the envelope. The other interpretation…?’

      ‘Brennan thinks Taya saw more than she did,’ Rob said. ‘He’s the one with the most at stake. If Taya says nothing happened, it will cast doubt on Gabi’s allegations and undermine her case, but all that’s likely to happen is that the company will say they can’t take it any further without more evidence. On the other hand, if Taya saw Brennan touch Gabi inappropriately without her consent, Gabi could legitimately upgrade her accusation to assault. Brennan would lose his job, his reputation, maybe even his partner. And possibly get a prison sentence.’

      Tom nodded. ‘I agree. Brennan has the best motive for silencing Taya. Given this location’s history and the badger, I think we know which direction this is heading in. Becky, Rob, you know what to do.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      I still haven’t managed to get hold of Jodie. Connor gave me her mobile number, but she’s not answering. Perhaps she knows it’s me. She’ll know what it’s about, and I guess she doesn’t want to explain how she knew Nate had been suspended.

      I’m trying to work out how to persuade Barbara to tell me who is claiming to have given birth to Nate’s baby. I’ll have to tell him, and the more information I can share, the better it will be.

      I rifle through my memory of the girls Nate was with in the months before he went to university. The girl who came to the lost garden that night was one, but were there others? He was with Jodie for a while, but that had ended months earlier.

      My thoughts are interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell.

      Through the small window in the door I can see a woman’s head, turned to face the road as if she’s waiting for someone. Seconds later every muscle in my body tenses as the space around her fills with blue light. Blue flashing light.

      What the hell is going on?

      I yank the door open as the woman turns to face me. It’s the detective inspector and her colleague with the shaved head.

      ‘Miss Hansen, I’m sure you remember us. DI Robinson and DS Cumba. Can we come in, please?’

      ‘What do you want? Why the police car? We’ve told you everything we know.’

      ‘Is Mr Brennan home?’

      My hands are shaking as I hold the door open, and I grasp it a little tighter.

      ‘Miss Hansen, we need to come in.’

      I gulp in a breath and pull the door a little wider.

      ‘He’s in the living room. You know the way.’

      She’s looking very solemn, and my chest tightens. Looking over her shoulder I see two uniformed officers climbing out of the car. Without a word the two detectives head down the hall.

      Nate glances up from the television and I can see his surprise as DS Cumba walks in, picks up the remote and switches the television off. Nate jumps to his feet. I think for a moment that he’s about to lose it, but I’m wrong. He doesn’t say a word, but his gaze darts from one officer to the other, and finally to me, the fear shining from his eyes.

      DI Robinson steps forward. ‘Nathan Brennan, I am arresting you on suspicion of the abductions of Gabriella Stafford and Hana Fischer. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

      I gasp as DS Cumba removes a pair of handcuffs from his pocket and steps behind Nate.

      ‘You can’t arrest him! You have no evidence,’ I shout.

      ‘We don’t need evidence, Miss Hansen. We need reasonable grounds for suspecting that Mr Brennan has committed a crime. In this instance, there is a clear link between the two cases, and it would be impossible to question him about one without referencing the other.’

      She turns to Nathan. ‘I’m arresting you so I can interview you under caution. You can contact a solicitor, and the two officers outside will take you to the station where DS Cumba and I will join you shortly. In the meantime, we will search your property. We’ll need your mobile phone and pass code, and it will make things move more quickly if you provide us with the login details for your laptop.’

      Nate glances at me with a look of alarm.

      ‘Don’t you need a search warrant?’ I ask, but Nathan shakes his head.

      ‘Not if they’re arresting me on suspicion of an indictable offence,’ he tells me, shaking his head slowly.

      I’d forgotten that his knowledge of the law extends beyond the world of corporate acquisitions, and although I should probably understand the significance of the word ‘indictable’, I’m not certain I do.

      Nate is doing his best to hold himself together. His back is unnaturally stiff and I can see the muscles in one leg twitching.

      ‘I understand you have the right to take my devices,’ he says, his voice carefully controlled, ‘but I can’t give you access. They both contain sensitive information about companies I’m working with. There are all kinds of financial details, and if anything gets out it could seriously affect share prices, company valuations, all manner of things. I have a duty to keep the information confidential.’

      ‘We are the police, Mr Brennan. We have access to no end of confidential information. We’re not interested in the files relating to your clients. It’s personal information we need.’

      Nate doesn’t look comforted by this.

      ‘Have you found her?’ I ask. ‘Gabi, I mean.’

      ‘I’m sorry, but we’re not able to share any information at this stage.’

      Nathan is looking at me, pleading with his eyes. I know what he’s trying to say to me: Stick with me. Trust me.

      But before I can respond with my best effort at a reassuring smile, DS Cumba steers him towards the door.
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      Taya stood by Raff’s side, watching his every move as he gently lifted Hana from the car. She was terrified he might drop her, which was ridiculous. She’d watched him do this hundreds of times.

      Charley had driven them to the hospital, and the doctor had confirmed there wasn’t so much as a scratch on Hana. Her nappy hadn’t been changed often enough, and she needed some cream, but there were no bruises or broken bones. Relieved as she was, Taya was still going to check every inch of her daughter’s body for herself. Only then would she be convinced.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Taya could see Charley watching and waiting, and she realised the family liaison officer was following them up the path.

      ‘Taya, Raff,’ she said quietly, ‘I do still need to talk to you, I’m afraid.’

      Taya wanted to tell her to go away. They had their baby back. They didn’t need anyone else in their house, and they hadn’t slept since Friday night. She glanced at Raff, who gave her a small nod. She knew he was telling her to cooperate.

      ‘You’d better come in then.’

      They stepped into the hall, and Taya kicked off her shoes.

      Charley’s voice was soft but determined. ‘I know you want to spend time with Hana, but she’s asleep now, and we need to find out who did this. DCI Douglas will want to talk to you again, but he’s left it to me to have a word with you while he remains at the scene.’

      ‘We’ve got her back,’ Taya said. ‘I won’t let her out of my sight again.’

      ‘I know, but this was an immaculately planned abduction, and we don’t know why it happened or who was responsible. They didn’t want a ransom, and they haven’t touched her. There seems no rhyme nor reason to it, and yet every step was mapped out.’

      ‘I need to put Hana in her cot while she’s sleeping,’ Taya mumbled. She didn’t want to have this conversation. She wanted to sit and stare at her little girl until her eyes ached.

      She felt Raff’s hand on her shoulder. ‘I understand it’s urgent that you get to the bottom of this, Charley, but if you could give Taya some time alone with Hana, that would be much appreciated. I’m happy to talk to you in the meantime, but she’s had a dreadful twenty-four hours and needs a bit of space.’

      Charley nodded. ‘Of course, but the note left in the car seemed to be intended for Taya, so it seems more likely to hold the clues, if only we can dig them out. And the badger and the location mean something. If this is a lead, we need to follow it up.’

      Taya looked from one to the other. Her husband was trying to protect her, but much as she wanted to be with Hana and to cry out all the pent-up terror that had gripped her body since the moment her car had been driven out of the supermarket car park, whoever had done this mustn’t be allowed to get away with it.

      ‘Charley’s right, Raff. Perhaps I can have some time with Hana later. You take her up and come back down when she’s settled. Oh, and Raff – make sure you set the baby monitor.’

      She knew perfectly well that he always set the baby monitor, but she wasn’t prepared to leave anything to chance.

      ‘I know this is your house, Taya,’ Charley said as Raff left the room, ‘but would you like me to make you a drink – a cup of tea or coffee, perhaps?’

      ‘I’ll do it,’ Taya said, certain that no English woman could brew a cup of loose-leaf green tea to her exacting standards.

      She selected three blue and white yunomi teacups and added the leaves to the kyusu while the kettle boiled. The water would have to cool slightly before adding it, so she turned to Charley.

      ‘I don’t know how I can help, but I’ll try.’

      ‘Tell me about Rivington and the significance of the badger.’

      Taya leaned back against the worktop. ‘Badger was a game we played in the woods. It’s like an English game called Sardines, although I didn’t know what that was.’

      ‘We used to play Sardines when I was a child. You played this at Rivington?’

      ‘We used to go there a lot when we were children. We called the place the lost garden.’

      ‘Was it always the same group of kids involved, or were there others too?’

      ‘Just the six of us. We thought we were slightly different from other kids, and we’d stuck together since primary school. Until I teamed up with them, I found it hard to make friends. I was known as the “Nip” when I first went to primary school.’ Taya saw Charley flinch. ‘Nice, I know, but it was nearly thirty years ago, and one of the kids had a grandad who’d been taken prisoner by the Japanese in the war. He’d asked his granddaughter who the “Nip” was, and she thought it was funny. She didn’t like me, so it stuck. It was worse for poor Akin. I won’t bore you with the names he was called.’

      ‘And the others?’

      ‘All a bit outside the norm. You know what kids are like – everyone must conform to some unspoken set of criteria – and we didn’t. We each stood out from the crowd for one reason or another.’

      ‘Are you still in touch?’

      Taya smiled. ‘Strangely, we had no contact at all for years, but now most of us have ended up within thirty miles of where we were born. I’ve come into contact with some of them through work, but we’re not friends – not like we were.’

      ‘Can I ask why that is? School friends often fall by the wayside, but given that you’re in touch, it seems strange you’ve not become friends again if you were once close. Was there anything between you – any harboured animosity that could have resulted in the events of the last twenty-four hours, do you think?’

      Taya wanted to laugh at ‘harboured animosity’, but it was all so long ago.

      ‘If someone wanted to punish me for something I’d done back then, why would they wait fifteen years? I’ve not exactly been in hiding. I’m all over social media, trying to push my business. I might have suspected one of them if there’d been an attack on my reputation, but I can’t imagine them stealing my child.’

      Charley looked thoughtful, and Taya wasn’t sure what to say. The location where Hana was found and the toy badger obviously linked them all.

      ‘The one thing I can tell you is that the last time we saw each other as teenagers we fell out, and it felt like it was for ever. It was quite acrimonious. We’d had arguments before because we were all so different, but we’d had to see each other at school the next day, so tempers and hurt feelings were diffused quickly. On the night of the argument Nate was about to leave for university, and the rest of us weren’t far behind. I was off to Bern, and Jodie to the States. We didn’t have time to make up, and I guess the opportunity never really arose.’

      ‘And did the falling-out have anything to do with the game you played – Badger?’

      Taya turned to the kettle, which had now cooled to an appropriate temperature, and poured the water over the leaves.

      ‘Sort of – at least, indirectly.’

      Taya thought about how she would phrase it, how she would explain about Nate and the girl he brought with him, and how utterly appallingly she had been treated.

      ‘There was a girl who came with us once. I think her name was Erin.’
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      The police are still here, searching my house. Nate has gone. The neighbours were at their windows, some unashamedly at open front doors, staring as he climbed into the back of the police car. I watched from our bedroom, gripping tightly to the windowsill, tears blinding me as the car carried Nate away from me.

      When will I see him again? When will we be able to hold each other, make love, laugh together, walk hand in hand by the lake? It’s only with his absence that I realise how vital he is to my happiness. Have I lost him for a few hours, or days – or will it be years?

      I try to breathe deeply. It helps no one if I fall apart. I had thought this would all blow over, and that whatever the police discovered about Gabi’s disappearance, there was no way this could come back on Nate. I curse myself for the doubts I’ve harboured, but I don’t believe he would hurt the woman. And as for Hana, I can’t imagine what they’re thinking.

      Now they have Nate’s phone, they will find Gabi’s text asking him to meet her at the Blue Brick, and they will want my reassurance that he didn’t leave the house that night. But I can’t give it. They will want to know where he was this morning, and I can’t tell them that either. Nate had gone before I got up. His note said he was going to his parents’, but I know now that isn’t true.

      Nate has asked me to call Richard Altman to ask for advice on a criminal lawyer, and I’m dreading the call. How can I tell him Nate has been arrested?

      I make my way to the room I use as an office. The police have already looked in here, so I close the door, trying to ignore what is going on in my home, and dial Richard’s number. At least I’ve still got my phone. While I’m not a suspect, I don’t think they can take it.

      I’m not sure if I’m relieved or dismayed when he answers, but I take a deep jagged breath and explain to him about Nate’s arrest.

      ‘Oh, dear God! Have they found Gabi? Why do they think he would abduct her? Surely not because of the harassment case?’

      ‘He thinks it could be the end of his career. Who would believe in his innocence, even if he was cleared? It’s a strong motive.’

      I hear a sharp intake of breath. ‘Are you saying you think he did abduct her, Mallory?’

      A sob catches in my throat. ‘No! That’s not what I meant! I was trying to see how it might look to the police, based on everything Nate said about Gabi’s accusations. Of course I don’t think he did it. But why would they arrest him, unless they were sure?’

      ‘That’s not how it works, I’m afraid. All they need is reasonable suspicion. It gives them a foot in the door so they can start searching for tangible evidence. If they find it, the Crown Prosecution Service will decide if they have enough to charge him.’

      ‘Why arrest him for Hana, though? Why would Nate abduct someone’s baby?’

      ‘If there’s a link between the cases, it’s the obvious thing for them to do. Thank goodness the baby’s been found, but I guess Nate’s going to need a lawyer.’

      I bite back a sob. ‘He asked me to contact you to see if you have any suggestions.’

      There’s a brief silence. ‘Leave it with me. Text me details of where they’ve taken him, and I’ll get someone to him as quickly as possible. The company will cover his legal costs, and if that proves a problem, I’ll cover them myself. I didn’t want to suspend him, you know. But we must be seen to do things the right way.’

      ‘There’s something else. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but a friend of ours apparently gave Gabi an envelope full of money after she accused Nate. The police think she was being bribed to withdraw her allegations.’

      Richard exhales loudly. ‘Which makes it all the more devastating that I didn’t see her when she asked me to.’

      I wonder for a moment if I’m hearing this correctly. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘She sent me a text saying she needed to talk to me. But I was in Singapore.’

      I can hardly breathe. ‘When was this?’

      ‘Wednesday. Wednesday evening, to be precise.’

      

      Since ending the call with Richard, I have been pacing my office. Why did Gabi ask to see Richard? Wednesday was the night she wanted to see Nate too.

      If he tells the police about her text, will that be a good thing for Nate or not? Was she going to ramp up her accusations, or say she told a pack of lies? Will we ever know?

      I can’t stay here, passively waiting for something to happen. I need to do something to help.

      Think, Mallory.

      I’m certain Nate didn’t ask Akin to give money to Gabi to withdraw her claims, but do I believe Akin paid Gabi to tarnish Nate’s reputation? He always harboured a smidgeon of resentment because everything seemed to come so easily to Nate and Akin had to work twice as hard, but would he really go that far?

      And then there’s the burning question of Jodie. How does she know about the allegations that Gabi made? Why won’t she speak to me? Why won’t she explain?

      We had all been such good friends, sticking together through thick and thin, and God knows there had been some thin patches. We all had our problems, but we admired each other for our differences. Or we had until that last night, until it all went too far. The bonds between us, stretched too tight one September night, finally snapped.

      

  




15 years ago

      I shivered in the cool night air. Following the longest hot spell I could remember, a storm was about to break, and gusts of wind sighed ominously through the trees.

      Where was everyone?

      Akin and a very reluctant Taya had gone back to the search, telling me to stay in the clearing and whistle if Erin turned up. I felt vulnerable standing there. The trees seemed to be advancing on me, closing in, their dry leaves whispering in the wind. It was the only sound.

      Suddenly, a scream pierced the air. Every nerve in my body tingled and I hugged myself tightly. What should I do? I was alone. I didn’t know where anyone else was. A sob built in my chest. We should have searched in pairs. Someone might have fallen.

      I wanted to bolt for Akin’s car – to jump inside and lock the door. But I would have had to go alone along the dark uneven path. I stood trembling in the clearing, every sense on alert.

      I heard the pounding of feet on hard earth and held my breath, almost collapsing with relief when Akin burst through the trees.

      ‘Did you hear that?’ I cried. ‘Someone screamed!’

      He ran across and grasped my upper arms. ‘Mallory, it was a fox.’

      ‘No, it was a scream!’

      He shook his head. ‘I know that’s what it sounded like, but trust me, it was a fox.’

      My breathing slowed, but I still didn’t like it.

      ‘We should get everyone back here,’ I said. ‘This is ridiculous. It’s Connor’s fault – bloody halfwit.’

      ‘We can blame him later – but you’re right.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We’ve been looking for forty minutes. Whistle, Mallory.’

      I had always had the loudest whistle, a trick I had learned so I could compete with the boys, but my mouth was dry and it was hard to make any sound at all. Akin grabbed a bottle from the ground and passed it to me. I took a swig of lukewarm wine and tried again, this time with more success.

      Akin began to clear up our detritus, but I couldn’t help him. I was transfixed, hoping and praying to see five people emerge from the trees.

      ‘I still think it was a scream, Akin. Someone could have fallen. You know what it’s like in there, with all the old buildings, the overgrown paths – and it’s so dark now the moon has gone.’

      There was a rustle from the bushes, and Taya appeared.

      ‘That’s it! We need to go.’

      ‘We can’t just leave her,’ I snapped.

      Akin had his head down, pacing, hands in pockets. ‘My dad needs the car first thing to go to the airport. I have to get back. I don’t know if some of us should stay – start looking again at dawn?’ He looked up. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Let’s see what the others have to say.’ It was the best I could offer. I just wished we’d never come.

      It was another five minutes before first Connor, then Jodie and finally Nate returned, looking white in the light from Akin’s torch.

      ‘No one seen anything?’ Akin asked.

      All three shook their heads.

      ‘Did anyone else hear that scream?’

      Akin spun towards me. ‘It was a fox!’ I wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince me, or himself. ‘Look, I need to go or my dad will kill me. What should we do?’

      At that moment we felt the first drops of rain – swollen and fat. They splashed on the hard dry earth, a prelude to the deluge that I knew was to come.

      No one spoke.

      Finally, Nate broke the silence. ‘This is my fault. I’ll stay and look again when it’s light. You lot go.’

      ‘That’s daft, Nate. You can’t stay here on your own,’ Jodie said. ‘I’ll stay with you.’

      Nate’s body stiffened. He knew what Jodie wanted. We all knew what Jodie wanted.

      He couldn’t look at me. He knew I was upset, and he wouldn’t want to see any evidence of my disappointment in him. We were all in the wrong, though, and I was ashamed of all of us for our thoughtless behaviour. I was certain I wasn’t the only one feeling that way. I could feel shame, fear and anger bubbling under the surface, waiting to erupt.

      ‘Oh, bugger it. I suppose it’s my fault too,’ Connor said. ‘You girls go home. I’ll stay here with Nate.’

      Jodie’s mouth pinched. ‘Too right, it’s your fault. No “suppose” about it. Wherever there’s trouble, you’re always slap-bang in the middle!’

      And that was the start of it. We trudged back towards Akin’s car, blame and accusations flying, and it took only moments for old wounds to open as the reality of what we had done gnawed away at us. Where was Erin? Why couldn’t we find her?

      ‘Stop it!’ Nate shouted. ‘She was only here because I’m such a dick. I don’t need anyone to stay with me. Go – all of you!’

      ‘You’re going to get soaked,’ I said.

      ‘We keep a tarpaulin in the boot for emergencies.’ Akin said. No one was surprised to hear this. ‘When we get back to the car you can have it, and the torch.’

      With the embers of our resentment and antagonism still glowing, we stomped in a straggly line towards the track where the car was parked, heads bowed against the increasing downpour. The rain was getting heavier by the second, and by the time we reached the edge of the wood, we were soaked to the skin. No one complained. No one spoke until Akin let out a cry of shock.

      I looked up. Akin’s car was where we’d left it. But Erin’s had gone.
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      Becky studied Nathan Brennan’s face as Rob identified those present in the room for the recording. Was this the face of a man who had abducted a woman, and possibly a child, to save his career? It was hard to say.

      His solicitor was a lawyer Becky hadn’t met before – Zuri Hassani. A woman in her early forties, her hair was pulled tightly back from her face to reveal high cheekbones and huge brown eyes that gave nothing away.

      Becky turned her attention to the suspect. ‘Mr Brennan, we are investigating the abduction of Hana Fischer and the disappearance of Gabriella Stafford, a woman who I believe worked with you at Cavendish Hope. Is that correct?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Tell me about your relationship with Miss Stafford.’

      Nathan’s lips tightened. ‘I’ve told you all this before. She was a relatively new member of my team and I barely noticed her until she was crying outside my office. What was I supposed to do? Ignore the girl?’

      Hassani put out a hand and touched Brennan’s forearm, and he let out a breath.

      ‘Sorry. But you have no idea how it feels to see your career go up in smoke for something you haven’t done. How would you feel if one of your suspects accused you of abusing them? If you had to be investigated?’

      Becky waited for him to finish.

      ‘We’ve already established in a previous interview that you believe you did nothing to warrant the accusation of sexual harassment, Mr Brennan, but on the evening in your office when Miss Stafford claims you touched her inappropriately, it seems there was a witness.’

      ‘What witness? Everyone else had gone to the bar!’

      The man’s frustration was clear, but Becky wasn’t prepared to disclose Taya’s name just yet.

      ‘For the tape, can you please repeat what happened on the evening in question?’

      At a nod from his solicitor Nathan recounted the details. They matched exactly with his statement the day before.

      ‘That was it! The closest I got to her was to hand her a tissue. I didn’t touch her, didn’t suggest I would promote her in exchange for sex. Nothing!’

      ‘Thank you for going over that for us again. After the incident in your office, you were suspended, and when we spoke to you on Saturday morning, you said you’d had no further contact with Miss Stafford. Was that true?’

      Brennan looked to one side. ‘Yes, and no.’

      ‘Which is it? It can’t be both.’

      ‘I think it can. I had no contact with her, but she tried to contact me – as no doubt you know, given you now have my mobile.’

      ‘We do indeed. We know she asked you to meet her that night at the Blue Brick bar. Did you?’

      Zuri Hassani leaned towards Brennan as if she was about to whisper something in his ear.

      ‘It’s okay,’ he told her. ‘I’ve got nothing to hide.’ He turned to Becky. ‘I said I wouldn’t go to meet her. To be honest, Mallory thought it might be a trap, so I suggested we meet somewhere else at another time. She didn’t respond.’

      ‘You didn’t leave the house again on Wednesday night? Is that correct?’

      ‘It is, yes.’

      ‘What would you say if I told you we have your car on ANPR? You know what that is, I presume?’

      ‘Automatic Number Plate Recognition – of course I know what it is. I’d say you were lying because I didn’t go out, and if I had, I wouldn’t have been stupid enough to use main roads.’

      ‘But it seems you were stupid enough to use main roads at five fifteen this morning, Mr Brennan. In fact, you travelled along the M60 from your home, and then joined the M61, which skirts Bolton. You came off at Junction 6, the closest junction to Rivington. Is that correct?’

      Brennan nodded. ‘I was going to see my parents.’

      ‘At five fifteen in the morning?’

      ‘I was planning to get there around seven. They’re both early risers, and I thought I should update them. I had a bit of time to kill, so I drove up to the reservoir to clear my head.’

      ‘But you didn’t go to your parents’, did you?’

      This time, Brennan looked down. ‘No. In the end, I couldn’t face them. You don’t know my dad – he’s impossible to please but pathetically easy to disappoint. I seem to have specialised in that over the years. I drove up to Belmont and went for a walk.’

      ‘Interesting that there’s no sign of your car returning along the motorway. Why would that be?’

      ‘Because I decided to return by the scenic route.’

      ‘And did that take in Piccadilly station?’

      Becky had thrown that into the mix to judge his reaction. He’d had plenty of time to get to the station and post the Facebook message to Taya, and he’d arrived for his interview looking very flustered.

      He looked at her as if he didn’t understand the question. ‘Why on earth would I go to Piccadilly?’

      He was either a good actor, or he knew nothing about the message, so Becky abandoned that line of enquiry. She put her palms flat on the table.

      ‘Mr Brennan, I know you’re wondering why we’re asking these questions, but Gabriella Stafford accused you of a potentially career-ending incident, which – if her claims were true – could have been revised to a charge of sexual assault. A criminal offence. The victim asked you to meet her on Wednesday night. She hasn’t been seen since. Today, evidence linking her to Hana Fischer’s abduction was found – and as far as we can tell, you are the only person who has connections with both victims. I think that’s plenty to be going on with. Don’t you?’

      Brennan swallowed but didn’t comment.

      ‘Is it true that you gave Mr Musa money to bribe Gabriella to withdraw her accusation against you?’ she asked.

      Brennan shook his head slowly, as if resigned. ‘Of course it’s not true. It would be an absurd idea to involve a third party if I was going to bribe her.’

      Zuri Hassani leaned in and whispered to Nathan. He nodded and turned back to the police.

      ‘If you think the payment to Gabi was related to her accusation, have you considered that someone may have paid her to make the claims, rather than retract them?’

      Becky said nothing. They had no solid evidence that the payments were related to Gabi’s allegations. They could be for something else entirely.

      She looked at Rob, who opened a folder and passed her a photo.

      ‘Could you look at this image, please, and tell me if you recognise anyone.’

      ‘Yes, it’s Gabi.’

      Becky took the photo back. ‘That picture was taken on a mobile last Wednesday night at around eleven thirty p.m. in the Blue Brick bar. The person who took it was a customer, and she took a lot of pictures that night.’

      Brennan shrugged as if this was nothing to do with him.

      ‘We’re still looking, Mr Brennan, and I’m certain we’re going to find pictures that will prove you were there with her that night. It’s only a matter of time.’
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      The police search team has finished, but now my home feels like an alien space.

      Thoughts of what might be happening to Nate in a police interview room are twisting my gut in knots. It’s a waiting game, and I have no control over the outcome. Will Nate and I survive this? Where will we be in a year’s time? Will we have started the family we’ve talked about?

      It’s all too much, and I need to get out of the house. I grab a pair of leggings from a drawer and pull on a short-sleeved top and my running shoes, hoping a run will melt away some of the stress. I’m about to head out of the door when my mobile pings with a message.

      It’s Connor. Jodie’s agreed to see me, and without stopping to glance in the mirror I pull a hoodie from the hall cupboard and head to my car, praying she has some answers.

      The drive is infuriating. I want to break every speed limit, but being pulled over wouldn’t help, so I push it as far as I reasonably can and make it to Connor’s house in record time.

      The front door flies open before I’m able to knock, and a rather shocked-looking Leanne stares at me. I guess she’s not used to this version of me – faded make-up, running kit, messy hair.

      ‘Go in, Mallory. He’s waiting in the kitchen.’ She looks almost as unhappy as I feel.

      ‘I’m sorry to be disrupting your life right now, Leanne.’

      ‘I was going out anyway. Connor was supposed to be coming with me, but I’m sure he’s glad of an excuse not to.’ She attempts a smile and pulls a pair of boots from under a pile of shoes.

      ‘I can meet Jodie somewhere else, if it helps?’

      Leanne pulls on the left boot as she speaks.

      ‘I think Connor will want to be at the centre of this. Despite what you might think, he does feel responsible for the hurt he’s caused. You know him, Mallory. He says you get him better than anyone else, so you’ll understand that we all hide our vulnerabilities in different ways. According to Connor, your disguise has always been your appearance – and very successful it is, if I might say so. In Connor’s case, he hides behind cynicism and sarcasm.’ She pulls on the right boot and looks up at me. ‘Equally successfully.’

      With a resigned shake of her head, she steps round me and out of the door. Despite how well she seems to understand him, it can’t be easy being married to Connor, who has always done a great job of concealing his better side.

      ‘Always best to play the bastard,’ he once told me. ‘That way, people will think the worst of me, and they’ll rarely be disappointed. Imagine being a nice guy like Akin, only to find that people don’t like you anyway.’

      I head towards the kitchen, a rather bleak-looking room with white units and faded cream walls. Connor is sitting at the table, alone.

      ‘Where’s Jodie?’

      ‘Calm down, Mallory. She’s on her way. She’s been to see her dad – he’s in a care home – and she got collared by the manager. Nate not with you?’

      I’m in two minds whether to tell him why Nate can’t be here, but before I get a chance, there’s a knock at the front door.

      ‘That’ll be her now. Sit tight.’

      As he heads back down the hall, I sneak up to the door, unashamedly listening to the conversation.

      ‘She just wants to talk to you, Jodie, to understand how you knew what was going on with Nate.’

      ‘I shouldn’t have told you, should I? The police have been on the phone, asking the same bloody questions. And you’ve not set this up out of the goodness of your heart. What’s in it for you?’

      There’s a slight American twang in her voice, but it’s not enough to disguise who this is, and for a moment I want to flee. What will she think of the adult version of me? What will she make of the fact that I’m with Nate now?

      I shake myself. It’s the old me having these thoughts – the person for whom the good opinion of others was crucial. The new me, born only days ago, knows how irrelevant that is.

      I hear Connor’s heavy footsteps coming down the hall and back away from the door. A sly grin lights up his face. He knows I was listening.

      ‘Here she is, Mallory. I told you she was on her way.’

      Jodie steps into the room, and all I can think is how little she has changed – the same rather thin wispy blonde hair, large brown eyes and pale skin. She smiles the same way too – one half of her mouth curling up, the other staying right where it is.

      ‘Hey, Mallory. Good to see ya.’ The American accent has moved up a notch, for my benefit at a guess. Connor snorts. He hasn’t missed it either.

      ‘Sit down, you two. My day’s ruined and I’ve let my wife down, so I’m happy to let you bitch at each other. It will make me feel infinitely better.’

      I tut. ‘Why do you think we’ll bitch at each other?’

      ‘Erm, let me think.’ Connor puts his index finger on his chin and raises his eyes to the ceiling. ‘Perhaps because you always did? Jodie the rebel versus Mallory the proud, the untouchable.’

      He’s right about Jodie, who was always playing truant, who’d been caught shoplifting more than once, claiming she did it for the thrill.

      ‘Connor has a point,’ Jodie says. ‘We did bitch, but in the way sisters bitch at each other. We didn’t fall out, Connor – you know that.’

      ‘Ah, but that was before Mallory bagged the big prize.’

      ‘Oh, fuck off, Connor,’ I say, irritated by his stirring. ‘All I care about right now is helping Nate – and that’s why we’re here. I’ve honestly got more to worry about than who did what fifteen years ago. I’m trying to understand what’s happening and how everything has gone so horribly wrong. That’s why I wanted to speak to you, Jodie. Connor says you told him about the accusation of sexual harassment against Nate, and I want to know how you knew.’

      I also want to know why she thought it was okay to pass that information on to a journalist, but that can wait.

      Jodie scowls at Connor. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have told you. It never occurred to me you’d write an article about it.’

      Connor gives a slow, disbelieving shake of the head. ‘Come on, Jodie. You knew perfectly well what I’d do with it.’

      ‘That doesn’t matter!’ I yell at them both. ‘Who did what, when and why, doesn’t count. Don’t you see? Everyone seems to be involved in this. Have you told Jodie about Akin?’ Connor nods. ‘Until five days ago, this was simply a false accusation of sexual harassment – and before you say anything, Connor Healy, it was false.’

      ‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks,’ Connor mumbles.

      I ignore him and turn to Jodie. ‘Then you claimed to have found something out and told Connor. Akin was caught on CCTV leaving money for Gabi. Then she disappeared. There’s something horribly calculated about all of this – as if we’re being manipulated. I need to understand what you know, Jodie, and how you know it.’

      Jodie nods her head slowly. ‘I’ll tell you what I heard – if that helps – but I honestly didn’t know it was about Nate. I had no idea he worked for Cavendish Hope.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘I met a guy on my flight back from the States three weeks ago. He works in central Manchester, not far from what I now know to be Nate’s office. We don’t get many chances to see each other – it’s complicated.’ By that I assume she means he’s married, but I say nothing. Who am I to judge? ‘If he only has an hour or two to spare, we meet after work, and there’s a bar where they have booths – where we’re less likely to be spotted. I was waiting for him one night and looked up when the door banged open, thinking it was him. It wasn’t; it was a girl. She looked as if she’d been crying, and she darted into the booth behind me. I heard her talking, but she was on her own, so she must have been on the phone. She said, “It’s Gabi,” and started to cry. I don’t remember exactly what she said after that, except for, “That’s sexual harassment, isn’t it? He shouldn’t say those things to me, or touch me, and whatever he thinks, I’m not going to have sex with him. He’s my boss! I’m going to report him.”’

      I feel my heart rate rising. If it was all a lie, why would she be talking to someone about it on the phone, unaware that she was being overheard?

      ‘That was the end of it,’ Jodie said. ‘My date arrived, and I forgot all about it until the next time I was in the bar, at the beginning of the following week, when a group of people came in, all talking at once. They stayed at the bar, but I went over to order a drink, and I heard them say, “He’s been suspended. Do you know why?” No one seemed to have an answer. Then one of them said, “Do you think it’s got anything to do with Gabi? She’s been very quiet, and spending a lot of time with HR.” That was it. After they left, I asked the barman if he knew where they worked, and he told me it was Cavendish Hope. I joined the dots and told Connor. I promise I didn’t know they were talking about Nate. But you did, didn’t you, Connor?’

      We both turn to glare at him.

      ‘Okay, okay. I didn’t know who it was when I posted the article. I knew Nate worked there, though, so I phoned him at the office to ask him about it. I was told he was taking some leave, but no one would tell me why or for how long.’ Connor shrugs. ‘It was obvious he was the guilty party. But I repeat, I never mentioned his name.’

      I’m about to explode, but Jodie beats me to it.

      ‘So when you realised it was Nate, why didn’t you take your bloody post down, Connor?’

      He tuts, as if this is obvious. ‘Because it was getting quite a lot of traction – lots of comments. A journalist can’t delete an article because it relates to a friend any more than a corporate lawyer like Nate can stop a merger because someone he knows will lose money. And in any case, a local paper asked if I could find out more. They were going to pay me, and it wasn’t going to stay secret for long. I was hoping to get Nate’s side of the story when the time was right. It could have helped him – whatever the outcome.’

      ‘You didn’t tell me any of this when I came to see you yesterday.’ I spit the words, wanting to throttle him.

      ‘You didn’t exactly give me a chance. You’re predisposed to think the worst of me, so I let you.’

      There’s no answer to that.

      The air in the room feels toxic, and I have an overpowering urge to escape. But I’m not leaving until I know more, so I pull my phone out of my pocket and scroll through a few images.

      ‘Is this the girl?’ I ask Jodie, selecting the single long-distance photo I’d been able to grab from Facebook and enlarging it as best I can.

      Jodie peers at the screen. ‘I think so. I can’t be sure. It’s a bit blurry, and I only saw her once. Have you tried to interview her, Connor? Surely that should be your next step.’

      Connor looks at me and raises his eyebrows.

      I don’t wait for him to speak, to put his own spin on things. ‘Gabi Stafford is missing, Jodie, and Nate’s been arrested.’

      Jodie raises her hand to cover her mouth, suppressing a gasp.

      ‘Shit! I’m so sorry, Mallory. When?’

      ‘Earlier today.’

      I glance at Connor, who has gone white. I can still read him, and despite his derisive manner, he wouldn’t have wanted this to happen.

      ‘I need a drink,’ he mumbles.

      ‘And I need a fag. Christ, Connor, this is your fault, you know,’ snaps Jodie.

      Getting up from the table, she reaches towards me and squeezes my shoulder before walking out of the back door. I can see her through the kitchen window, head back, blowing smoke up from her bottom lip just as she always did.

      Connor stretches up to a cupboard and pulls out a bottle of vodka. He waves it in my direction, but I shake my head. We don’t speak. There’s nothing left to say, and I decide to wait until Jodie’s back, then head home. Despite everything, it’s good to know she didn’t tell Connor out of malice. She’s been away so long, I believe her when she says she didn’t know where Nate works.

      The silence is interrupted by a ping. I pull my phone from my pocket, hoping and praying it’s a message from Nate, telling me he’s safely home.

      But it isn’t. It’s a number I don’t recognise, and I gasp as I read the words.

      
        
        No more lies, Mallory. It’s time for the truth. Come to the lost garden. Come alone and tell no one. I’ll know if you do.

      

      

      ‘What is it?’ Connor asks.

      I want to tell him, but what if that’s a mistake? What if it’s Gabi and this is my only chance of talking to her? I can’t afford not to take it.

      ‘I need to go.’

      He looks puzzled, but puts the bottle down and heads for the back door. ‘I’ll let Jodie know you’re off.’

      I don’t want to wait. If they’re both standing in front of me, I’ll blurt out where I’m going. As I hurry towards the door, a knife block catches my eye. I reach out and grab the nearest handle.
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      Becky looked up as Cass approached her desk.

      ‘We’ve got more photos from the bar, ma’am. I’ve put them in a shared folder on the system, but I can print them off if you like.’

      ‘Anything interesting?’ Becky asked as she found the folder and clicked on it.

      ‘There are a few photos of someone talking to Gabriella. Not sure if they’re helpful, as they’re all taken from behind. But you can see Gabi quite clearly.’

      Becky opened the first photo and leaned closer to the screen, holding her breath.

      ‘Yes! Yes, yes, yes!’ She turned to Cass with a wide grin. ‘You are a superstar, Cass! Have Mr Brennan brought back into the interview room, and please print these photos.’

      As Cass returned to her desk, Becky signalled to Rob.

      ‘Come on – we need to talk to Brennan again.’ She showed Rob the photos on her screen and he gave her a puzzled frown. ‘These might not mean anything to you, Rob – but they will to Nathan Brennan. I’ll explain on the way.’

      

      Becky thought Brennan looked more resigned than nervous, as if it was only a matter of time until they had to let him go. She had a feeling that look was going to be wiped off his face very soon.

      ‘Mr Brennan, I understand your solicitor has left the building. Are you prepared to continue to answer questions without legal representation at this time?’

      He gave a dramatic sigh. ‘Yes, it’s fine. If I have any concerns, I’ll ask you to stop and get her back here, but given that I’ve done nothing, I don’t anticipate any issues.’

      Brennan’s shoulders were hunched, his head lowered, clearly tired of arguing the same points. But then he didn’t know what was coming.

      ‘Here’s what we think happened, Mr Brennan. You behaved inappropriately with Gabriella Stafford. She accused you of harassment, which surprises me because touching of the sort she described is sexual assault. Is that what she threatened to accuse you of next?’

      Without looking up, Brennan shook his head and muttered, ‘No.’

      ‘When she made the initial allegation, you went to her flat – a place you had visited previously – to persuade her to retract her statement. She refused, so you asked your friend Akin Musa to try to buy her off. This also failed. On Wednesday night, you, together with a female accomplice, abducted Gabi Stafford to silence her. Perhaps that was when she told you there had been a witness to your behaviour – someone who could corroborate her claims. We understand Taya Kimura was outside your office when Gabriella rushed out in tears.’

      Brennan’s head snapped up, but Becky didn’t give him time to speak.

      ‘At that point, you and your accomplice – we know both a man and a woman were involved – decided to abduct Hana Fischer as a warning to Taya Kimura to keep her mouth shut. We know that whoever took the child was clever. And you’re clever, aren’t you, Mr Brennan?’

      Nathan was shaking his head, a look of despair in his eyes. ‘This is all a complete fabrication. None of the things you’re accusing me of ever happened. I don’t know what I can say to convince you.’

      ‘This morning you took Hana Fischer to Rivington – we know you were there – and left her. You have yet to reveal where you’re holding Gabriella Stafford. Or is it too late for that, Mr Brennan?’

      Brennan’s face was flushed, and Becky couldn’t decide if it was guilt or anger.

      ‘Are you going to tell us who your accomplice was, or are we going to tell you?’ Rob asked.

      ‘Given that I don’t have a fucking clue, I guess I’m going to have to leave it to you.’

      Becky nodded. ‘On Wednesday night, you and your wife had an early night. She corroborated your story. Is that correct?’

      ‘Yes, and it’s the truth.’

      ‘Are you a heavy sleeper, Mr Brennan?’

      He gave her a puzzled frown. ‘What?’

      Becky pushed an image across the table.

      ‘Can you identify the person talking to Gabi in this photo? The image is taken from behind, but I think you might recognise who it is.’

      Brennan drummed his fingers on the table, then his hand darted out and pulled the photo towards him. His head jerked back, as if he couldn’t accept what he was seeing. Then he peered closer, shaking his head.

      As far as Becky was concerned, there was no doubt whose back they were looking at. The platinum-blonde hair was the first clue, but the giveaway was the bright red coat, pleated from just below the waist with a neat vertical row of buttons.

      

      Becky was buzzing. Brennan had demanded his solicitor be present at all future interviews, but they were making progress and she couldn’t wait to tell Tom.

      Frustrated that he was in Bolton establishing the incident room to investigate Hana’s abduction, she picked up her phone. He barely had chance to say hello before she started.

      ‘We’ve had a bit of a breakthrough,’ Becky said, feeling this was something of an understatement as she told him about the photos.

      ‘Brilliant,’ Tom said when she’d finished. ‘And what was Brennan’s reaction?’

      ‘He was horrified. There’s another thing. In the bar on Wednesday night Gabi was wearing a scarf matching the one found near Hana.’

      ‘And you’re sure it’s Mallory Hansen talking to Gabi?’

      ‘I’ve sent you the photos. Have a look for yourself. I can’t think of any other explanation for why a woman with an identical coat, identical hair, and a motive for talking to Gabi would be in the bar that night, can you?’

      ‘No, but it wasn’t what I was expecting. Thank God we saw her in that coat yesterday. Any photos of her face?’

      Becky had to admit that Mallory Hansen had been very careful. She had backed Gabi Stafford up against a wall, and was only visible from behind. Someone had taken a general shot of the bar which had captured her from the front, but she had her head down, as if aware she might be caught on camera.

      ‘I got the team to check on the coat while I interviewed Brennan. It’s far from common – they cost about two thousand quid. The only stockist seems to be Harrods, and we know Hansen often travels to London for work.’

      ‘Do you think Hansen and Brennan were working together and she went to the bar and lured Gabi out?’

      ‘Too soon to say, but it’s possible. He seemed genuinely stunned when he saw the photo, but whether it was shock that we had evidence or that she was there at all, I couldn’t say.’

      ‘What I’m struggling to understand is why Gabi’s scarf was at the scene when we found Hana. I think we’re a long way from understanding this crime, so keep me updated, Becky. In the meantime, you need to arrest Mallory Hansen.’

      ‘We’re tracking her down. I don’t want to alert her to the fact that we’re looking for her. Who knows what she might do if she thinks she’s cornered.’ Becky was about to end the call when there was a shout from one of the younger detectives on the team. ‘Hang on, boss. Going to put you on speaker.’

      Becky hurried across to where the detective was pointing to his screen. ‘We’ve just got authority for live cell-siting on Hansen’s phone, ma’am, and although we can’t tell with pinpoint accuracy, we think she was at Connor Healy’s house until a few minutes ago. Then she got a text. We can’t intercept it, but we’ve contacted the service provider for the content. Now she’s on the move.’

      ‘Do we know where she’s heading?’

      ‘General direction is west, so not heading home or to Brennan’s parents’. Hang on – the text has just come through. It’s telling her to go to the “lost garden”.’

      Becky and Tom both listened as the detective read out the message.

      ‘Who’s the text from?’ Tom asked.

      ‘We’re checking. It’s not from a number in her phone. Possibly unregistered, but we’re on it.’

      ‘Becky,’ Tom said. ‘If she’s being asked to go to the “lost garden”, that has to be Rivington Gardens, where Hana was found – the place they used to hang out as kids, according to Taya Kimura.’

      ‘I agree,’ Becky said. ‘I can phone Mallory and tell her not to go, or we could continue to track her. What do you think?’

      ‘I want to know who she’s meeting and what they know. I’m not far from the gardens, but while we’ve been talking Keith pulled Healy’s address up on the map. If that’s where she was until a few minutes ago, we can’t get there before her. Call DI Metcalfe and fill him in. His team’s no longer at the location, but they’ll get there faster than we will. Keith and I will head there too, but we’re about twenty minutes behind Mallory.’

      Becky promised to keep him informed and hung up, thinking she would far rather be out there chasing Mallory Hansen than sitting here sifting through evidence.
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      I don’t know where I’m supposed to go, so I pull up on the lane and wait, my pulse racing.

      Who is this? What do they want?

      I know I’m a fool to come, but the last few days have been devastating. The confusion, the mistrust, the lies between us all. It needs to end. From the minute Nate told me about Gabi, all I’ve wanted was for this to go away, for our life together to resume its easy path, but I’ve hidden things from Nate. Perhaps he’s hidden things from me. Then there’s Connor, Jodie and Akin – all somehow part of this turmoil. At least Taya’s anguish seems to be over, unless the abductor has something else in mind for her.

      ‘No more lies,’ the message said. Maybe that’s the answer to everything.

      I look around. Until today, I haven’t been back to the gardens for fifteen years. The unease I felt that night as I waited for Erin to be found has always been enough to keep me from returning. All those happy childhood memories had been wrecked, and I remember how the argument had reignited after we discovered Erin’s car had gone. It should have been enough to know she had driven off into the night and was safe, but we had been on a knife edge, terrified something dreadful had happened to the girl, and we were all to blame. Any one of us could have stopped Erin from venturing alone into the wood, but apart from Akin we had been drinking, and each of us in our own way had resented her uninvited presence.

      Our futures stretched ahead of us like an unmarked map. We were excited and nervous in equal measure, and about to be cast adrift from the security of our friendship. It should have been a night for clinging together, sharing memories of all the years of mutual support, but it became a brief and bitter battle of blame.

      ‘This should never have happened. That poor girl! We should have been kinder,’ Akin had shouted – a boy who had suffered more than his fair share of malice. ‘Connor, you’re a prick! You think it’s funny to make fools out of people, but it isn’t.’

      I’d glanced at Connor and saw a mix of shame and hurt flash in his eyes. He knew he was wrong, but he was also the guy who had stepped in many times to save Akin – a boy who had never once started a fight, but who had ended up in plenty.

      ‘Don’t blame Connor,’ I shouted. ‘We were all at fault.’

      ‘And no one more so than fucking Nate,’ Connor threw in – determined to escape the spotlight. ‘What were you thinking?’

      ‘He wasn’t,’ yelled Jodie. ‘He never does.’

      And so it went on. I was accused of caring only about what other people thought of me; Taya got an earful from Jodie, who called her a sanctimonious bitch for threatening to expose her for shoplifting. It became a contest. One person said something critical, others piled in, and the one who was being attacked lashed out in response until we were all dragged it.

      We all knew we should have stopped, but the pressure had been building and everything came out in a whoosh of unrestrained vitriol. It seemed infinitely easier to believe in the failings of each of the others rather than accept our own part in it all.

      

      The thoughts are painful, and it’s almost a relief when my phone pings.

      
        
        You know where to go. The caves. Leave your phone in the car. I’m the only one who can save Nate now.

      

      

      The messages are obscure. Who is sending them? Is it Gabi?

      I’m probably a fool to be here at all, but Nate is locked in a cell somewhere in Manchester, and if this person has anything to say that might save him, I can’t turn my back. I need to understand how, why, all this is happening.

      No matter how keen I am to get answers, I’m not so stupid that I would venture out to meet an unknown person without my phone, whatever their demands, so I push it into the pocket of my hoodie and look around before I get out of the car. The day is miserable, nearly over, and I don’t see a soul. No one appears to be watching me, lying in wait.

      I open the door, stand perfectly still and listen. Nothing except the cheerful sound of birdsong. I feel a desperate urge to get back in the car and drive away, but I tell myself this is for Nate, for me, for all of us.

      I used to know the gardens so well – every winding path, every deserted, crumbling building. But as I move away from the safety of the lane, it looks so unfamiliar. The paths have been relaid, and the first building I pass has been restored. I feel a moment of panic as I wonder if I will ever find my way back.

      The caves are near the ravine and the waterfall, so I feel confident of the direction. I remember the area was overgrown, and when we were kids Connor used to leap out of the caves to scare us. It was my least favourite area of the gardens.

      The sky is overcast, and a thin drizzle starts to fall. I pass a couple of walkers, hurrying back to their car before they get drenched. Unlike them I welcome the rain and lift my face towards the sky to feel the icy drops cool the heat of my skin. The knife I took from Connor’s kitchen is pushed into my pocket, its handle in my right hand, my left clinging on to my phone for dear life.

      I lower my head. The steps are slippery here and I can’t risk falling, but every few metres I look up and glance around me. Is someone else here, following me, watching me?

      Breathe, I tell myself. No one is going to get hurt. I’m here to learn the truth, that’s all. ‘No more lies’ the message said. That’s what I want, all I’ve ever wanted.

      I can hear the waterfall now. I must be getting close. The caves are shallow, man-made, and I won’t have to venture far off the footpath. I can talk to whoever this is from the path, keep my distance.

      It will be fine.

      I recognise the wild beauty of the place. The trees remain untamed, and ferns spill onto the paths, giving the area a sinister feel in the gloom of early evening. The air smells of damp earth and new leaves, and there is no sound other than water splashing against rock.

      I stand still and call out: ‘Hello? It’s Mallory Hansen.’

      My voice sounds thin in the open space. I take a step closer to the cave. It’s not deep, but branches heavy with new growth overhang the entrance, dripping rainwater into shallow puddles below.

      The shadows seem impenetrable.

      ‘Hello? Are you there?’

      There is no response. Even the birds have stopped singing. I feel isolated, exposed, and I don’t know whether to turn and run, or wait. I take another step. Gulping in a lungful of air, I look down.

      Is that a shoe?

      Someone’s here. I know it. I feel it. Why don’t they speak to me? I can see nothing more than the tip of a toe, at an odd angle, pointing upwards.

      My skin prickles. I want to run, but I can’t. I pull the knife from my pocket and take a third step, sideways, so I can see further into the cave.

      A leg, stretched out, obstructs the entrance.

      I lean gingerly into the cave.

      A figure is propped against the wall.

      One final step, and I cry out. Flinging the knife on the ground, I rush into the cave and fall to my knees, leaning towards the blood-soaked body, listening for a heartbeat.

      There’s nothing I can do, and at the sound of a footstep behind me, I turn my head.
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      Tom had just skidded to a halt when his phone rang.

      ‘Sir, DI Metcalfe here. As per your request, I sent a team back to Rivington, and I’m afraid my officers have found a body. Young female.’

      ‘Christ,’ Tom said as he and Keith leaped out of the car. ‘We’ve just arrived at the spot where Hana was found. Directions?’

      ‘Follow the path south. I’ll get an officer to run up to meet you, guide you down. I’m just getting in my car. Be with you in about fifteen minutes.’

      Ending the call, Tom and Keith set off at a jog until they heard thudding feet heading towards them.

      ‘DCI Douglas?’ the uniformed officer shouted. ‘This way, sir.’

      Without a word, they followed him down stone steps, slippery with rain. Tom could hear voices, and as they rounded a corner he saw two officers standing close to a woman. Even in the fading light, Tom could see her pale blue hoodie was covered in blood. He couldn’t see her face, but he didn’t need to. He recognised her hair.

      The officers moved apart, and Tom stepped towards where Mallory Hansen was slumped on the ground, head bent over raised knees. The rain had stopped, but her clothes were soaked, and she was shivering.

      ‘Mallory,’ he said. ‘It’s DCI Douglas. We met yesterday. Can you tell me what’s happened?’

      ‘She’s dead.’ Tom leaned closer to hear Mallory’s whispered words. ‘Down there, in the cave.’ She lifted her head. ‘I think it’s Gabi.’

      Tom looked up at the sound of footsteps. A uniformed officer was walking up the hill towards them. ‘Sir…’

      Tom signalled to Keith to take over with Mallory while he walked over to the officer.

      ‘I’ve left my colleague at the entrance to the cave. We need to seal off the area. There’s a body – a young woman. She’s been stabbed, recently by the look of her. We found Miss Hansen leaning over the body, and we escorted her from the scene.’

      ‘Any sign of the weapon?’

      The officer nodded. ‘There’s a knife in the corner of the cave. We haven’t touched it.’

      Tom looked back over his shoulder at the distressed and traumatised woman. If the body was Gabi, did Mallory kill her?

      ‘I need to take a look at the deceased. DI Sims will organise a Home Office pathologist and CSI team, and DI Metcalfe is on his way. Can you ask him to join me when he gets here?’ With a nod to Keith, Tom headed down the hill.

      Moss crept along the outer edges of the shallow steps, and far below he glimpsed a lake. The glorious fluted song of a blackbird provided an incongruous background to the scene Tom was about to face. It was a truly beautiful spot in the long-lost gardens, and a tragic end to a life.

      An officer stood by the cave looking pale in the fading light.

      ‘You okay?’ Tom asked, wondering if it was the young officer’s first murder.

      He stood up straight and handed Tom a torch. ‘I’m fine, sir.’

      ‘Probably best if you stay out here. We haven’t finished cordoning off the area yet, so can you make sure we don’t get any walkers coming close?’

      The officer let out a slow breath. ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’

      Tom shone the torch inside. It wasn’t yet dark, but it was murky, and he needed to see the body.

      He crouched low and ran the torch up from her feet, over her blood-soaked jumper, to her face. He didn’t need to study it for long. There was no doubt in his mind that this was Gabriella Stafford, and he dropped his head, thinking of the impact on the sister who had cared for Gabi since she was a child.

      Why now? Why did she have to die?

      The only person, on the face of it, who had a reason to kill her was Nathan Brennan, and he was in a police cell. Did Mallory come here on his behalf to kill Gabi, her motive being the salvation of her partner’s career? What about the texts? Had Gabi invited her here to talk to her, or maybe to ask for money? None of it seemed to add up, but they had to go with the evidence – a bloodstained Mallory Hansen had been found crouching over the body.

      Tom turned at the sound of voices. DI Metcalfe stood at the entrance to the cave.

      ‘The victim is Gabriella Stafford. The woman whose scarf we found close to Hana Fischer. The man we thought had abducted her is currently in a police cell.’

      DI Metcalfe looked at Tom. ‘And what do you think now, sir?’

      ‘I think I have no bloody idea,’ Tom said.

      

      Although this was Lancashire’s patch, Tom wanted his favourite crime-scene manager, Jumoke Osoba – Jumbo – to investigate the evidence. DI Metcalfe didn’t seem inclined to argue, and as Tom waited for Jumbo and the pathologist to arrive, he mulled over Mallory’s words before she was taken away.

      ‘I didn’t kill her,’ she’d murmured over and over again. ‘She was already dead.’

      It wasn’t the time or place to question her, huddled as they were under dripping trees, but there was one thing he’d had to ask.

      ‘Did you see or hear anyone else?’

      She had given Tom a look of anguish as she shook her head, and her voice broke. ‘No. I thought there was someone behind me. I was terrified, but it was one of your officers. I came here because I got a text. I wanted to discover the truth. I would never hurt anyone. Please believe me.’

      Staring at the ground, she sobbed as Keith arrested her on suspicion of the murder of Gabriella Stafford, but as he led her towards a waiting car she lifted her head and looked over her shoulder at Tom. There was no doubting the despair in her eyes.

      Despite the location of the murder, the case was Tom’s. His team had been amassing evidence since Gabi’s disappearance and they were already holding Nathan Brennan on suspicion of her abduction. Nothing that had happened altered the fact that Brennan and Hansen could have been working together, and Gabi’s murder didn’t justify releasing him.

      Tonight Mallory would be held locally. Tomorrow she would be moved to Manchester, where the formal interviews would begin. They needed time to gather evidence. The more they had, the better prepared they would be, so just over an hour later it was a relief to hear the rumbling deep tones of Jumbo’s voice as he approached the scene, issuing instructions as he walked.

      ‘Tom,’ he said. ‘A bit out of my usual area, but glad to be able to help. A body, I understand.’

      Pleased as he was to see the crime-scene manager, this wasn’t the time for a friendly chat. ‘Afraid so. A young woman.’

      Jumbo shook his head. Like Tom, he was passionate about solving crimes, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed witnessing the damage one person could inflict on another. ‘Okay, I’ll get my team cracking. Amy’s on her way.’

      Another piece of welcome news to Tom. Amelia Sanders – or Amy, as she preferred to be called – was one of the best Home Office pathologists he had worked with. A small, thin woman with cropped black hair, she was direct and to the point, characteristics Tom admired.

      ‘The deceased has been missing since Wednesday evening. Either she was hiding or was being held somewhere, so any evidence we can get from her clothes will be helpful.’

      Jumbo gave Tom a look which said, I know my job, and Tom responded with an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry, Jumbo. I’m baffled by this case, so probably gibbering. A child was abducted from a retail outlet yesterday, and we thought this young woman might have been involved.’

      ‘I heard about that. You’ve found the child, though, haven’t you?’

      ‘We have, but there was evidence linked to this victim – a scarf matching one she was last seen wearing was discovered close to the little girl.’

      ‘Hmm. I’m sure you have a hypothesis, but it’s probably best if I don’t know what it is until I’ve seen what the evidence tells me.’ He looked over Tom’s shoulder at the path behind him. ‘And, perfectly timed as always, here’s Amy.’
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      What is happening to me? My carefully constructed life is being torn apart, ripped at the seams.

      Arrival at the custody suite was demeaning and degrading. They took my photograph, my fingerprints, a DNA sample, swabs of the skin on my arms and hands. My clothes were confiscated. They’ve given me what they referred to as ‘jogging trousers’ that are far too big, a sweatshirt and some underwear that I don’t want to put on, but I’m in no position to argue.

      They took me to a cell, and as the door was closed and locked, I wanted to howl at the injustice of it all. I have done nothing.

      They say I can have a lawyer present when they interview me, but I don’t know who to ask.

      They’ve offered me food, but I can’t eat. I hate the smell of the place, the tiled walls, the grouting harbouring God knows what germs, the greasy-looking blue-plastic-covered mattress, the indignity of having to use the toilet in the corner.

      I feel like a criminal. They think I am a criminal.

      Although they have taken my phone, I’ve been told I can make a call. But who would I ring? Nate is in custody; my parents live in Portugal, and there’s no point distressing them. They would insist on flying home, and they’d saved for years for their new life. I’m not about to ruin it for them. What would be the point of calling a friend? What can anyone do?

      Strangely, Connor comes to mind. Not the obvious first choice, but there’s a deeper side to the man; one that is rarely seen, and I know he would try to help. But what could he do?

      I curl up on the mattress, pulling my legs close to my chest. I want to wail for my own plight, but my mind fills with the image of the body in the cave, the woman I’m sure was Gabi, her clothes covered in rich, red blood. She didn’t deserve that.

      Who killed her? Why did they lure me there? Why did she have to die?

      I think about the text messages. Who could have sent them? It had to be someone who knew about our lost garden, but Connor and Jodie were both with me, Nate was in a cell, and it’s impossible to believe it was Taya. That only leaves Akin. Surely not?

      I think back to everything Jodie told me. She’d heard Gabi talking on the phone, crying, telling someone that ‘he’ had sexually harassed her, touched her, that she was going to report him. She didn’t know anyone was listening, so that suggests it was genuine. Maybe, but it doesn’t mean she was talking about Nate, and Akin was the one giving her money.

      I groan at my confusion and for the first time truly understand what Nate has been going through. I now know how it feels to be accused of something you haven’t done; the sick realisation that it might be impossible to prove your innocence.

      I held back from him. I allowed my lack of faith in people – men in particular – to get in the way of unequivocally trusting the person I love, and my whole body aches with regret.

      I wish I could see him, speak to him, tell him I’m sorry. But I don’t know when, or if, that’s going to happen, because a young woman has been murdered, and I am the only suspect.
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      As Tom and Jumbo stood at the entrance to the shallow cave, leaving the space clear for Amy to conduct her examination, Jumbo held up an evidence bag.

      ‘This is the only knife we’ve found up to now, and I can’t see any blood on it, Tom. I’m not sure what that means, but I doubt it’s the weapon.’

      Amy overheard them.

      ‘Jumbo’s right. That’s a small kitchen knife. Our victim was stabbed with something much larger. I’ll get the dimensions when we’re back at the mortuary. She’s not been dead long. No more than three or four hours. And she doesn’t appear to have resisted her attacker; I would have expected some signs of a struggle, defence wounds, particularly as she was stabbed from the front. It does appear she’d been restrained at some point, though.’ Amy indicated angry red welts on her wrists. ‘Probably with a cable tie – something that would bite into her skin. Given how deep the wounds are, it looks like she tried to free herself.’

      ‘She was last seen on Wednesday evening, so that suggests she’s been held somewhere. Given the potential link with the baby abduction, we need to compare any fibres on her clothes with those from Hana Fischer’s. They’re already in evidence.’

      Jumbo was looking around, a puzzled expression on his face. ‘This cave is quite a walk from the nearest access point by car, Tom. About ten minutes down twisty, slippy paths. Difficult to force a woman along in handcuffs or to carry a dead body over a shoulder. I know it was late in the day and raining so there may have been no one around, but I’m surprised no one saw her if she was resisting in any way.’

      ‘Good point, but the gardens had been closed for most of the day so even without the rain it would have been quiet. The local force has put out a request for information. Be interesting to see what turns up.’

      ‘What about the woman you’ve arrested?’ Jumbo asked. ‘Do you think she did it?’

      ‘I’m not sure what to think. For the moment I can’t see how she could have brought the victim here. We were tracking her phone, and she was only here for five minutes before we caught up with her. Time enough to kill Gabi, and she was covered in blood. But if the victim was killed three to four hours ago, that means she’d been dead for a couple of hours before our suspect got here. She could have done it earlier and returned to the scene, I suppose, but she swears she came here to learn the truth, which ties in with the text messages she received. On the other hand, we’ve also got evidence of her talking to the victim the night she disappeared.’

      They were quiet for a moment, deep in thought, only Amy keeping busy.

      ‘Maybe the victim – Gabriella, you said – really did arrange to meet your suspect, to share some truth or other, but while she was waiting she was killed by an opportunistic bastard who happened to be walking by,’ Amy suggested.

      ‘Is there any sign of sexual activity?’ Tom asked. ‘It’s difficult to believe someone just happened upon her and stabbed her without any apparent motive.’

      Amy grunted something that passed for ‘No’ and carried on examining the body. ‘I’ve only had a brief look for now, but judging by the early stages of lividity – livor mortis – where the blood in her body has pooled, I would say she died here.’

      Jumbo nodded. ‘There’s no apparent trail of blood, so I’m with Amy on this.’

      Tom leaned against a convenient tree and folded his arms. No sign of a struggle, so if she was killed in the cave, how did she get here? Was she carried, or did she walk – side by side with her killer? Why didn’t she fight?

      ‘What do you think about the idea that she was drugged, Amy? GHB, maybe? If our killer is a woman it would be the easiest way to make the victim compliant.’

      Amy nodded. ‘Makes sense. I’ll test, of course, but you know it may not be conclusive, don’t you?’

      Tom did. GHB occurred naturally in the body after death, so it would not be easy to determine if it had been used to drug Gabi.

      ‘Anything to add, Jumbo?’ Tom asked.

      The big man shrugged. ‘She wasn’t dragged down this path – there are no marks to that effect. So she must have walked, although the path is muddy and the responding officers pounded up and down it so that’s not helpful. We’ll carry on searching, of course, but there’s nothing jumping out at me.’

      That made two of them, Tom thought.
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      Leaving Jumbo’s team to finish searching the area, Tom returned to the incident room to brief the team. It had been a long day, but any sense of relief that Hana Fischer had been found safe and well was tempered with sadness that a young woman had been brutally murdered.

      With little more he could achieve until morning, Tom decided to head for home. He wasn’t looking forward to the drive. Having an incident room in the far north of the Greater Manchester Police area when he lived on the south side of the city was a pain, but it was the only option, especially now that Gabi’s murder had taken place in the same area.

      He’d just reached the motorway when his mobile rang.

      ‘Becky, how’s it going there?’

      ‘Okay, but while I’d love to tell you we’ve got the whole thing sorted, I can’t, I’m afraid.’

      ‘I didn’t think it would be that simple. What are your thoughts?’

      ‘Jumbled! And I don’t think I’ll be any clearer until we’ve interviewed Mallory Hansen. I thought we had it sussed when I saw the photos in the bar, but now Gabi’s dead, I’m totally stumped. If Hansen and Brennan abducted her and hid her somewhere, why then take her to a public place to kill her? Who sent the text messages? There must be more to this than we understand. Then there’s the game they used to play. Taya Kimura told Charley that a girl called Erin came with them once, and apparently they treated her appallingly – it’s the reason they all fell out. Fifteen years is a long time, but someone has to have known about the Badger game and the significance of the location, and she did. Charley’s going to dig to see if she can find out more.’

      ‘Certainly plenty to think about. Anything else before I sign off?’

      ‘Just one thing. I know you said it’s not our place to investigate the allegations of sexual harassment against Brennan unless they impact on Gabi’s abduction, but it sounds as if they’re true. Do you remember Connor Healy saying he’d been told about it by a friend called Jodie Perry?’

      ‘I do. Brennan thought she lived in the States,’ said Tom.

      ‘I think she does, but she’s over to see her dad. Anyway, I’ve spoken to her on the phone, and she confirmed that she heard someone who identified herself as Gabi talking about what her boss had done. Perry says she didn’t realise Gabi was talking about Nathan Brennan. She told Healy about it because he was always looking for a good story, and Cavendish Hope is a respected firm.’

      ‘And Healy didn’t bother to check the facts.’

      ‘Not until it was too late, no.’

      ‘As I said, whether guilty or not, Brennan had a motive to try to silence Gabi one way or another, although clearly he can’t have killed her. Let’s catch up tomorrow morning. Maybe we’ll have some answers by then.’

      Tom ended the call and focused on driving. He was hoping for a flash of inspiration, but instead he felt a buzzing in the pocket of his jacket. His burner phone. The one Jack had given him.

      He pulled it out and glanced at the screen to see a text message. Breaking all the rules, he quickly scanned it.

      
        
        If home, go in garden. If driving, pull over and get out. Only then phone me.

      

      

      What? This was old-style Jack. What the hell was going on?

      There were no handy service stations, so Tom pulled off the motorway at Worsley – an area he knew well – and pulled into the first empty bay in the car park of a hotel close to the roundabout.

      He leaped out of the car and hurried away from the other vehicles towards a hedge that backed onto woodland, tapping the screen to make the call.

      ‘Tom, thanks for responding. You’re not in the house or your car, are you?’

      ‘No. What the hell’s going on, Jack?’ He still couldn’t get used to calling him Pete.

      ‘There’s been some chatter online. We’re going to have to disappear for a while. Don’t talk to anyone about this inside your house or your car. They might be bugged. And if you have them swept, don’t remove the bugs. It would be a giveaway that I’ve warned you, so you need to behave as normal. Don’t call me on this number – you won’t find me. But keep the phone so I can call you if I get a chance. I’ll change my number to an untraceable one every day and update you when I can.’

      ‘What do you mean, chatter? McGuinness is dead. Does anyone else care if you’re dead or alive?’

      There was an unamused bark of laughter. ‘Finn’s dead, but his wife isn’t. She may have given evidence against him, but you and I both know why she did that. She was furious that Finn was likely to get a lighter sentence than her, but she won’t forgive me or my family for our part in their downfall.’

      Tom knew this was true. Both Jack and his wife had been instrumental in the collapse of the organised crime gang for which Finn McGuinness was the enforcer, and it wasn’t until Finn’s death in prison that Jack had been able to hope that his days of hiding might be over. Tom had never considered Julie, Finn’s wife, to be a threat, although she was as bad as her husband – some might say worse. Among other things, she had run a brothel supplying underage girls to her customers and was still in prison for her crimes.

      ‘Why the hell would Julie McGuinness suddenly be interested in you now, Jack?’

      ‘Because, little brother, someone has been talking. She thought I was dead, but if she knows I’m alive and discovers who I’m married to and who my eldest child is, she’ll be incensed. She may not have Finn’s power, but she’ll have contacts. Let’s not forget that their OCG collapsed because of us. Many people lost their livelihoods, and for that they would be happy to see me dead. Really dead.’

      ‘Who could have talked, though? How many people know you’re alive?’

      ‘Not many. But you’re the detective. You know who they all are, so I need you to check it out. I’ve got to go now – we’re on the move. Don’t try this number again and don’t talk about me in the house. Sorry, but you need to make sure Louisa doesn’t either. I’ll contact you in the usual way, so leave a folder on your desktop if you find anything. Password-protect it – you know what to use. I’ll pick it up from there. See you, little brother.’

      Tom didn’t have time to respond. Jack had gone. Again.
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      By the time Tom got home it was way past Harry’s bedtime. He was disappointed that he had missed him, but delighted to see Lucy sitting in the kitchen talking to Louisa. He overcame his dismay at Jack’s news to give his teenage daughter a smile.

      ‘Hey, Luce! To what do we owe the pleasure?’

      ‘Mum’s got a hot date. She said she might bring him back to the house, and if she’s going to be letting him stay over, I really don’t want to be in the next room.’

      Lucy gave a theatrical shudder, and Tom laughed. ‘Good for your mum. Let’s hope he’s a better bet than the last one. I’m just going to pop up to see Harry.’

      Tom took the stairs two at a time. He wanted to kiss his son goodnight, and then he was going to have to tell Louisa and Lucy about Jack. He wasn’t looking forward to that.

      Harry looked as peaceful as always. He was such a good baby – a toddler, really, although to Tom he was still a baby. He bent over the cot to kiss his cool cheek, then left him to his dreams, running back downstairs to the kitchen.

      ‘Shall we take a walk in the garden?’

      Louisa and Lucy both looked at him with puzzled frowns. Lucy was about to say something, so he held his finger to his lips and indicated the glass door that led to the terrace. Without another word, they both pushed back their chairs and followed him out of the door.

      ‘What’s going on, Tom?’ Louisa asked when they reached the end of the garden.

      ‘There’s a chance the house is bugged.’

      ‘Why? Is it a case you’re working on? Should we be worried?’ Louisa asked, glancing anxiously at Lucy.

      ‘It’s Pete.’ One thing Tom had taught himself to do was always to call his brother Pete in front of Lucy. She knew who he was, and that his birth name was Jack, but the name Pete had to come to her naturally – something Tom didn’t think would ever happen for him.

      ‘We can’t talk about him in the house. Louisa, I’m sorry, darling, but you can’t contact Clare, and Lucy, you can’t message Ava. They’ll understand why you’re not in touch.’ The faces of his partner and his daughter reflected the dismay Tom was feeling. ‘From now on I can’t contact Pete either. They’re going away for a while. I don’t know where, and he won’t tell me. Somehow or other the word is out that he’s alive.’

      ‘Isn’t that what he’s been scared of for all these years?’ Louisa asked. ‘But I thought it was much safer now.’

      ‘We believed the problem had all but gone away. The man who was the greatest threat is dead, but his wife is still alive. In prison, but that’s never stopped people like them from arranging things on the outside.’

      Louisa grabbed Tom’s arm. ‘Is this my fault? Is this because I organised the holiday? We were very careful. We made all our arrangements separately, and the villa was booked in my name – not yours, Tom. Even if the house is bugged, I always call her Clare. It’s the only name I’ve ever known her by.’

      ‘This is not your fault, I promise. Clare knew what she was doing. She’s had years of this. There are three people in the police who know he’s alive, and Pete wants me to see what I can find out. We need to know who leaked that he didn’t die in the boat accident.’

      Tom looked at Lucy. Even in the dim light from the back window, he could see she was looking pale.

      ‘It’s okay, Lucy. You have nothing to worry about, sweetheart. He’s just being ultra-cautious.’

      Tom wasn’t entirely convinced of this. There had always been a concern that his family would be targeted and taken hostage, safe in the knowledge that Jack would reveal himself to save any one of them.

      ‘I’m not worried about that, Dad. I’m worried about how word got out.’

      ‘What do you mean? Lucy, if you’ve said something to one of your friends I don’t think it’s going to be a big problem. It wouldn’t mean anything to any of them. No one will be mad at you if it slipped out, but it might help if you tell me what you’ve said and who to. I can check it out easily enough.’

      He put his arm around her and pulled her close, resting his chin on her head. She relaxed against him for a second, then pushed him away.

      ‘I don’t think I’ve said anything I shouldn’t, Dad. But it might have been Mum.’

      

      Louisa had gone back to the terrace and brought a couple of folding chairs for Tom and Lucy to sit on.

      ‘I’ll be inside if you need me,’ she said. ‘I’m going to check on Harry.’

      Tom gave her a grateful smile. Harry was fine. The baby monitor was on the terrace table and they could hear it from where they were, but she probably thought Lucy would rather be alone if she had to talk about her mother.

      Lucy gave Louisa a pleading glance. ‘Come back when you’ve checked. You might stop Dad from losing it.’

      ‘I’m not going to lose it, Luce. Just tell me what happened.’

      He glanced at Louisa as she walked back towards the house, wishing he had persuaded her to stay. Lucy was right. Louisa did soothe him when his frustration with Kate came close to erupting, as it often seemed to.

      The problems between Tom and his ex-wife had first arisen when Kate had an affair, left Tom, and uprooted Lucy to live in London, too far away for Tom to have the regular contact he wanted. So he, too, had moved from his much-loved Manchester and taken a job with the Metropolitan Police to spend time with his daughter.

      Kate’s relationship hadn’t lasted long, and when she learned Tom had inherited Jack’s considerable wealth, she tried to revive their marriage, saying she had made a mistake, that Tom should forgive her for Lucy’s sake.

      He couldn’t do it, and Kate had never got over his rejection. On the face of it, everything between them was fine. She was a good mum to Lucy, although not such a good ex-wife to Tom. The undercurrents were always there, and she never lost an opportunity to have a dig at him or demand money.

      Kate had only recently discovered that Jack was alive. He wished with all his heart that it hadn’t been necessary for her to know, but she’d turned up at Tom’s home when Jack was sitting in his kitchen, so he’d had to explain that his brother had disappeared to protect those he loved. The deceit was something else that Kate had found hard to forgive, and he didn’t want his daughter dragged into this.

      ‘Lucy, no one is going to be cross with you. I promise. Just tell me what you think your mum might have said, and who she might have said it to.’

      ‘It’s my fault, Dad. Mum asked who I was texting when we got back, and we have a rule that she can see anything I do on my phone, so I couldn’t lie.’

      ‘Of course you shouldn’t lie. Go on.’

      ‘I said it was just Ava. “Who’s Ava?” she asked, and I said she was a friend. But you know Mum. That wasn’t enough. She wanted to know if she was a friend from school, and when I said no, she wanted to know where I’d met her. She seems to think I have some secret life.’ Lucy gave a half-hearted chuckle.

      ‘She’s right to want to know about your friends, love. You know how easy it is for kids your age to get dragged into all kinds of things without wanting to. If your mum didn’t know her, she might have been worried that it was someone posing as a teenage girl, maybe trying to get your trust or asking you to meet them. Or she could have been a cyberbully. I’d have done the same thing.’

      Lucy sighed. ‘I know, but I’m not an idiot. Anyway, I told her Ava was someone I’d met on holiday and, to cut a long story and fifteen minutes of interrogation short, I told her she was Pete’s stepdaughter. Of course she knows who Pete is, so I had to say that he’d joined us at the villa.’

      Tom nodded. Lucy had done nothing wrong, and he had never asked her to lie to her mum. But he also knew that Kate would have been resentful. She would have hated the idea of them getting together as a family – one that she was no longer part of.

      ‘That’s fine, love. You shouldn’t need to keep secrets, but I’d be surprised if your mum told anyone about this. If you remember, when she found out he was alive she decided his very existence was a threat to you, and she whisked you off to live in Australia!’

      Lucy screwed up her eyes. ‘Thank goodness that didn’t last long. Great country, but I missed you so much. I was so glad to be home.’

      ‘Weren’t we all? But it seems unlikely she’d tell anyone now, don’t you think?’

      ‘She did, though. And she told more than one person.’ Lucy looked down at her fingers and picked at her nails.

      Tom gently touched her hand. ‘It’s okay. Just tell me.’

      ‘She asked me to meet her in town yesterday morning. She was having coffee with some friends, but she said we could go shopping after. When I turned up, one of her friends said I was looking very brown. Mum said I’d been on holiday with you, and then she said something like, “Yes, quite a family get-together. Tom’s brother was there – a criminal gang member, no less, who everyone believes is dead. He’s not, of course. He’s just been hiding. And Tom’s a senior police officer! You’d think he’d know better than to expose his daughter to that kind of character, wouldn’t you, brother or not?” I tried to stop her, Dad, but she wouldn’t shut up.’

      Tom was about to do exactly what Lucy thought he would – lose it – but she burst into tears, and he reached out and pulled her close.

      After a moment, she tried to speak again. ‘Mum’s told the man she’s seeing tonight too. I heard her say that I was going to stay with you because I’m cross with her for spilling the beans about your brother.’

      Tom closed his eyes. He didn’t know whether any of these people were connected to organised crime – it seemed unlikely. But it was a good story, and any or all of them may have repeated it. If Kate’s friends were anything like her, they loved to gossip. And there was no saying who this man was that Kate was seeing.

      ‘Lucy, can I borrow your phone?’
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      Tom had finally persuaded Lucy to go back into the house while he called his ex-wife. He was going to tell Kate some home truths about the damage she might have caused, and he didn’t want his daughter to hear.

      ‘You don’t want to listen to us arguing, love. I’m not planning on starting a row, but you and I both know how it will go.’

      Tom did his best to avoid confrontation with his ex-wife, even when Kate went to great lengths to wind him up, but as Lucy made her way back to the house, he prepared for the inevitable. Kate answered after the first ring.

      ‘Lucy, is everything okay? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you tonight.’

      ‘It’s not Lucy. It’s me. I’ve borrowed her phone because I needed to be certain you’d answer.’

      ‘Well, aren’t you the clever one? What’s so urgent that it can’t wait? I’m sure Lucy has told you I’m on a date.’

      ‘She has. Where are you now?’

      ‘In a wonderful new Chinese restaurant in town. Do you want the exact location? But then no doubt you could find out, with your detecting skills.’

      ‘Cut the smart comments, Kate. This is serious, and it affects Lucy. I suggest you apologise to your date and say you need to take this call outside.’

      Tom heard a sigh, but he also knew that any mention of Lucy would galvanise her into action.

      ‘I’ll call you back,’ she said.

      Tom waited, and sure enough within five minutes Lucy’s phone vibrated, ‘MUM’ showing on the screen.

      ‘Is Lucy okay? What’s happened?’

      This was a different Kate, the genuine, concerned mum.

      ‘She’s very upset because she thinks she’s done something wrong. She hasn’t, but I can understand why she might believe that.’

      ‘Stop talking in riddles, Tom. What’s upset our daughter?’

      ‘It seems she heard you telling people she’d been on holiday with my criminal brother – the one who’s supposed to be dead; the one whose past you were so scared of that you whisked Lucy off to Australia.’

      There’s a moment’s silence. ‘Ah…that. Okay, so let’s deal with Australia first. Your exaggerated tales about the dangers surrounding Jack were actually very convenient. I wanted Lucy to come to Australia with me. You wanted her to stay here. But the fact that you said she might be in danger, even though I didn’t believe it…well, it gave me the perfect excuse.’

      Tom should have been furious, but he had known all along that by revealing Jack’s past, Kate would find a way of using it against him.

      ‘Why are you talking about him to people you hardly know? You’re aware, because I’ve told you emphatically, there are people looking for him. People who want him, and his whole family, dead.’

      Tom heard a chuckle down the line. ‘You’re being ridiculous! You always were in awe of your brother, Tom, and you’re building up the story about him to such an extent that it’s worthy of a B-movie. These are friends, people who like a good gossip.’

      It was all Tom could do not to shout, but if he did she would hang up, and he knew Kate would get great pleasure from telling tales about such a colourful member of the family. ‘I know it’s difficult to believe, Kate, but organised crime is not quite as you see it depicted on the television. It’s vicious, evil, and those involved place no value on human life. Gang-related homicides are on the increase – the cases shown on the news are the tip of the iceberg.’

      She tutted. ‘I think you’re overplaying this. Jack just likes the drama.’

      ‘Ah yes. That will be the same Jack who used to lock himself in his bedroom, avoiding the entire world. Of course he would want to be centre stage now.’

      ‘No need for the sarcasm. And that’s all long ago.’

      ‘Kate, we could argue about this all night. But whatever you think of me or Jack, you are putting other people’s lives in danger. If these people suspect Jack is alive, they will do whatever it takes to find him – and that could include kidnapping someone close to him, knowing Jack would immediately hand himself over to save them. I don’t give a shit whether you believe me or not, but if you have even a trace of respect for me or the safety of my family, our family, please stop talking. To anyone, do you understand?’

      ‘Don’t preach and don’t order me around. I won’t mention him again, and if anyone brings him up, I’ll say I got it wrong. It wasn’t Jack, it was your friend Pete – or whatever he’s called. Okay?’

      ‘Thank you. And can you let me have the names of all the people you’ve spoken to about him, including your date tonight?’

      ‘For God’s sake! I’m not going to do that! None of my friends are involved in organised crime. What circles do you think I move in? These are people from good families.’

      Tempting as it was to lecture Kate on the fact that the dominant ethnic background of organised crime gangs in the UK was white British, and most OCG members were hiding in plain sight, he knew she wouldn’t trust his word.

      ‘You’ll save me some time. That’s all. Lucy will know the names of the women you were meeting, I suspect. And if she doesn’t, she’ll ask you and I’m sure you’ll tell her. But I’d rather not involve her. And as for your man, it won’t be hard for me to find out who he is. So give me the names. Please.’

      ‘Fine. I’ll do it later. For now, I’m going to get back to a man who is polite and kind to me.’

      ‘Not later, Kate. Either tell me now or text me in the next five minutes. Your choice.’

      ‘And if I don’t?’

      ‘Then I’ll have to interrupt your dinner in person.’

      ‘You really are a bastard, Tom Douglas.’

      He declined to respond. All he cared about was ensuring the safety of his family, and although he hadn’t said as much, that included Kate.
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      Another day, another week, and two cases that deserved Tom’s full attention. And yet as he drove towards the mortuary to attend Gabriella Stafford’s post-mortem, he wasn’t thinking about his job. He was thinking about his brother. What the hell had Kate done? From what Lucy said, Kate had made it sound as if Tom – a senior police officer – was sheltering Jack from arrest.

      He groaned. Not a great start to the day, and it was about to get worse. Post-mortems were a part of the job that he hated, seeing a once-living, breathing, human lying naked on a stainless-steel table, witnessing their organs being cut from their body. It was often the only way the police could understand what had happened and bring a perpetrator to justice, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      ‘Tom,’ Amy said, raising her eyebrows as he stomped through the doors to the mortuary. ‘You okay?’

      ‘Fine, thanks. How’s it going?’

      ‘We’ve made a start, and the results aren’t particularly surprising. The cause of death was a single stab wound to the neck causing arterial bleeding. The weapon was a single-edged knife, like a kitchen knife but bigger than the one found at the scene. The blade penetrated to a depth of ten centimetres. Nothing to cast doubt on my original theory that she died where she was found. No signs of a struggle, no defence wounds such as cuts on her hands. I suspect you’re right about her being given something to make her passive, and we’re checking that. It’s hard to imagine her walking to the spot and not trying to defend herself from a knife. But you know how long the tox analysis will take, and as we’re both aware, if it was GHB it might be difficult to give you a definitive answer.’

      She had to have been given something, Tom thought. Otherwise, why would she have agreed to go with her killer – the person he assumed had held her captive for four days?

      ‘There is one thing, although it’s not related to the cause of death,’ Amy said. ‘There is some evidence of cocaine use – at a chronic level, I would think.’

      Tom couldn’t decide whether to be surprised or not. Although he had never met Gabriella, he had a mental picture of a girl sitting crying at her desk because her workmates had gone to the pub without her. Then he remembered the party animal depicted on some of the old social media posts. Which was she – a wild young thing or an insecure, shy girl? And were the two mutually exclusive?

      ‘Remind me what’s classed as chronic in terms of cocaine usage?’

      ‘Depends who you ask. Those who take it won’t agree, I’m sure, but a chronic user is often defined as someone who uses the drug at least four times a month for over six months. A heavy user, on the other hand, might snort two grams a week.’

      ‘Funny, isn’t it, that chronic sounds so much worse than heavy? I know the word in this context means habitual, but somehow it seems much more serious.’

      ‘I’d suggest she was somewhere between the two. She has some soft-tissue damage in her nose, and small perforations in the stomach.’

      Tom heard a grunt behind him, and turned to Jumbo, who had been standing quietly while Tom spoke to Amy. He gave the big man a questioning glance.

      ‘Sorry, Tom. I didn’t mean to interrupt. It just horrifies me what people do to their own bodies. A young pretty girl like this destroying her internal organs for a quick fix.’

      ‘I know,’ Tom said, choosing to ignore the little voice in the back of his head reminding him how much whisky he had drunk the night before, after his conversation with Kate. ‘Do you have anything for me, Jumbo?’ he asked, more in hope than in expectation.

      The crime-scene manager shook his head. ‘Nothing that’s going to give you the answers you’re looking for. The prints on the knife we found are Mallory Hansen’s, but we knew that. It’s not the knife that killed our victim. We’ve combed the area, but we haven’t found the murder weapon. We’re working on the victim’s clothes now, to see if they’ll give us any indication of where she was being held or who was with her – hair, skin, anything that will give us DNA. We have the suspect’s clothes too, and we’ll be looking for any matches. But I get the sense that whoever killed her knew what they were doing. There’s no sign of her mobile either.’

      Tom said nothing, staring into thin air so he didn’t have to look at the body on the mortuary table. The thought of Gabi’s last moments was almost intolerable, and with nothing more than a brief nod to Amy, he turned and left the room.
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      As the door to the Manchester incident room banged open, Becky looked up to see Tom striding in.

      ‘Oh shit,’ she muttered to no one in particular.

      She thought he had gone straight to Bolton and, looking at his expression, she wished he had. His face was like thunder, and Becky felt inclined to duck for cover. Tom was usually easy to work with, demanding and incisive but fair. There were times, though, when something – or more usually someone – riled him. And then it was a matter of weathering the storm until it died down.

      ‘Becky! Update, please,’ he called. ‘Where are we with Mallory Hansen and Nathan Brennan?’

      Becky pushed back her chair and walked over. ‘I’m leaving Brennan for now until I’ve interviewed Hansen. I was about to do that. Do you want to join me?’

      ‘No, I’ll observe. When that’s done and we know what our next steps are, I want you in Bolton.’

      ‘Yes, boss.’

      ‘Do we have enough to charge either or both of them?’

      ‘I don’t think so. We have Hansen at the scene of Gabi’s murder covered in her blood. But there are enough timing discrepancies to give her defence a field day. What did the post-mortem tell us?’

      ‘Stabbed in the neck. Hansen admitted when she was caught that she went to the scene with a knife, but it wasn’t the one that killed Gabi. That’s irrelevant. There’s nothing to say Hansen didn’t use another knife and then throw it into the ravine. She could have killed Gabi before she went to Healy’s, then gone back. I don’t have all the answers, but she’s our only suspect.’

      Becky nodded. ‘I’ve been working on that theory too – although there are a few holes to fill. We have compelling evidence that Hansen was in the bar with Gabi on Wednesday evening, and we need to see what she has to say. Maybe she’ll just admit it.’

      Tom sighed and rubbed his hand over his hair. ‘Let’s go through the timeline. Gabi was alive and well on Wednesday night. She was in the bar, and at around ten o’clock she sent a text to Brennan asking him to meet her at eleven thirty.’

      Becky pulled a face. ‘Well, yes and no. Brennan received a text. We’ve seen it on his phone. But it was from an unregistered number, although he wouldn’t have realised that because Gabi’s number wasn’t stored in his contacts. The text didn’t come from the mobile she used to communicate with her sister, and there was no phone on her when she was found. We don’t know if she had two – one legit, one burner.’

      Tom glared at Becky as if this was her fault. ‘So we don’t even know if she sent the bloody text herself, or someone else lured Brennan and Hansen to the bar.’

      ‘That’s correct.’ Becky took a deep breath, knowing Tom was going to be even more irritated by the next part. ‘It gets worse. If you remember, analysis of Gabi’s phone records showed she’d received two texts from an unregistered number a couple of weeks ago. We don’t know what they said because the content has been deleted from the servers, but those texts were sent from the same number.’

      ‘What? You’re saying that texts were sent to Gabi from the phone, and then in theory two were sent using the same phone from Gabi to Brennan?’

      ‘Correct, which might lead us to assume that the texts to Brennan were fake – not from Gabi at all. At least, that’s one theory, but there’s more. The texts Mallory Hansen received last night were from that same phone.’

      ‘Jesus! What have we dug up about this mobile?’

      ‘We’ve got the records, checked where it was when it was switched on and off, any messages. It only appears to have been used six times: two texts to Gabi, content unknown; two texts to Brennan, inviting him to meet Gabi in town; two last night to Hansen, telling her to go to the gardens. It’s not responding now, so it’s either switched off or dead.’

      ‘Bollocks. All from the same phone. When Brennan received the texts on Wednesday night, he believed they were from Gabi, though?’

      ‘Yes. He hasn’t denied that. He also admitted – after we showed him the photo of his partner talking to Gabi in the bar – that he had a row with Mallory that night and they slept in separate rooms. Said he just wanted to be honest with us about everything. A bit late, but still… He confirmed that neither of them would know for sure if the other had gone out. But he’s certain they didn’t, despite evidence to the contrary.’

      Tom grunted. ‘But based on the post-mortem, Gabi was still alive until Sunday afternoon, so where the hell was she? And who sent the texts to Mallory last night?’

      ‘We’ve checked the phone’s location when they were sent. They came from a wooded area about two miles from Connor Healy’s. We’ve sent officers to look for it, but it’s a needle in a haystack, given it appears to be dead.’

      ‘What? But Hansen was inside Healy’s house, wasn’t she? And Brennan was under lock and key.’

      ‘Exactly, but I do have a theory. All will become clear.’

      Becky had no time to explain to Tom. She looked at her watch. Mallory Hansen would be waiting, and the clock was ticking.
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      My body is still shaking. I don’t seem able to control it. How has this happened? Was it only Wednesday, just a few days ago, that I set off to my book club, my biggest worry being whether my outfit was right for the occasion?

      I’ve had a whole night to think, and I’ve realised the key to ending all this must be complete honesty. I’ll tell the police everything I know – which isn’t much. I can’t be found guilty of something I haven’t done. I take a shaky breath, knowing it’s foolish to believe the innocent always go free.

      I had assumed I would be able to use the same solicitor as Nathan, but I’ve been told it’s better to have different lawyers because of the overlap in the cases against us. I’ve agreed to be represented by the duty solicitor, but I haven’t warmed to him. He doesn’t seem particularly interested in my protestations of innocence.

      The door to the interview room opens, and I feel my body jerk in recognition of the fact that this is really happening. The two detectives who arrested Nate enter the room, their expressions solemn. I try to pay attention as they go through the formalities, watching their faces, wondering what they are thinking.

      ‘Let’s start with the evening that Gabriella Stafford went missing,’ DI Robinson says. ‘You told us that neither you nor Nathan Brennan left your home. Are you certain of that?’

      Despite my conviction that telling the truth is the best option, I mutter, ‘Yes.’

      ‘That’s interesting, because according to your partner, you slept in separate rooms following an argument.’

      I swallow. ‘That’s true, but I would have heard him if he’d gone out. I didn’t sleep much.’

      ‘Much?’

      ‘Hardly at all.’

      She stares at me for a moment. I’m sure she’s waiting for me to try even harder to justify myself.

      Eventually, she breaks the silence. ‘And you are adamant you didn’t leave your home that night.’

      I nod, and she tells me to speak for the tape.

      ‘I didn’t go out until the next morning.’

      ‘These photographs were taken in the Blue Brick bar on Wednesday night.’

      She pushes some pictures across the table, and I lean forward to look. I can’t prevent a gasp of dismay as I see my favourite red coat, my straight platinum hair. I want to protest that there must be lots of people with that coat, but I know it isn’t true. I chose it because it was expensive and unusual.

      DI Robinson allows me to study the photos before she speaks.

      ‘Is this you?’

      I don’t know what to think or say. That’s my coat, my hair. And I appear to be speaking to a young woman who I am certain is Gabi.

      I shake my head repeatedly, lift my hands to cover my mouth and stare, searching for evidence of what I know to be true.

      ‘It can’t be me! I wasn’t there. Please. I don’t know what else I can say to convince you. Are there no pictures from the front – my face?’

      ‘These photos were taken in the last place that Gabi Stafford was seen alive. We’ve asked the bar to put out a request on social media for any other photos showing either you—’

      My solicitor intervenes, and the detective corrects herself.

      ‘—what appears to be you, or Gabriella Stafford. If you look at the last picture, that appears to be you again, head bent, leaving the bar with the victim.’

      I shake my head again. ‘It isn’t me. I wasn’t there.’

      ‘Where’s the coat?’

      I bite my lip to think. ‘I wore it when we went to see Nate’s parents on Saturday, I think. It’ll be in the hall cupboard at home.’

      ‘We’ll need to check it, take DNA from it.’

      ‘Fine! Do whatever you want – because it’s not me in those photos!’

      The inspector looks at the sergeant, and he nods. It’s his turn to speak, and I wonder if they planned this to keep me off balance. They needn’t have bothered. I couldn’t feel any shakier than I do right now.

      He leans back in his chair and folds his arms. ‘We’ve been putting together a timeline for the events of the last couple of weeks, Miss Hansen, and here’s what we think. Your partner, Nathan, had been stalking Gabi. We have a witness who says he turned up at her flat a few days before the allegations of harassment were made. What do you know about that?’

      The idea of Nate stalking someone seems preposterous. ‘Nothing. Unless you have video evidence of that, I’ll never believe it.’

      He nods. ‘After her allegations of harassment, he returned to her flat and threatened her.’

      I close my eyes and shake my head, but he carries on talking.

      ‘A day or so later, Akin Musa paid her ten thousand pounds. Did you provide that money, Miss Hansen, or did your partner? We know that you have access to that kind of money – in cash.’

      I can’t prove this one way or another, and they know it.

      ‘It seems the money wasn’t sufficient incentive for Gabriella to withdraw her allegations against Nathan. His career was in tatters.’

      He waits, expecting a response, but I have none.

      ‘We understand there was a witness to one of the incidents between Nathan and Gabi. Taya Kimura saw Nathan with Gabi in his office. Maybe he thought she saw more than she did. Is that why her child had to be taken? As a warning for her to keep quiet?’

      I didn’t think my heart could thump any louder, but now it’s deafening in my ears.

      ‘Why would you think that, even for a moment?’

      The sergeant leans forward. ‘Why would we not think that? Who else has a motive to get rid of Gabriella Stafford, Miss Hansen? No one, as far as we can tell.’

      My solicitor, who has said and done nothing after his initial intervention, speaks: ‘I think my client might need a break.’

      I spin towards him. ‘No, I don’t need a bloody break. I need to get this over with.’ I turn back to the detectives. ‘Carry on. Spin me more of this tale of yours.’

      Neither detective seems perturbed by my outburst, and my solicitor grunts and sits back.

      ‘Talk to me about last night,’ DI Robinson says.

      This is the crunch. This is when they think I killed Gabi – the rest has just been an introduction, to set the scene, to demonstrate that it could have been me.

      ‘I went to see Connor because I wanted to talk to Jodie Perry. She agreed to meet me there.’

      They know all about Jodie’s so-called evidence implicating Nate, so they don’t ask why. I tell them about the text message – the first one.

      ‘And both Healy and Perry were at the house when these messages came through?’

      ‘Yes! Jodie had just gone outside for a cigarette, but I could see her through the window. Connor was in the kitchen with me. I didn’t wait to say goodbye. I just left. I thought the text might be from Gabi; that she wanted to explain to me.’

      ‘Did you take a knife from Healy’s kitchen?’

      I give an exasperated sigh. ‘Yes, and I’m sure you know that already. I was scared, but I thought it was worth the risk to get to the truth. I took the knife to protect myself. I got another text just after I arrived. Check my phone – they’re both there.’

      DI Robinson gives me a half-smile. ‘We know about the texts.’

      Of course they do.

      ‘Who do you think sent them?’ she asks.

      ‘I told you! I thought it might be Gabi, but now I guess they were sent by the person who killed her, which wasn’t me, and clearly it wasn’t Nate either. Can’t you find the phone – see who it belongs to?’

      I realise that’s a stupid question as soon as I’ve said it. They will have already done that – so why don’t they tell me?

      ‘Do you know what an unregistered phone is, often referred to as a burner in US dramas?’

      ‘Of course I do.’

      ‘You’ll know, then, that it’s sometimes difficult to find out who owns a phone. But it’s possible to locate it. The messages to you came from an unregistered phone, and its location at the time the texts were sent was a couple of miles from Healy’s house.’

      I’m mystified. Who was this? How did they know I was going to be at Connor’s house, close enough to get to Rivington? The only people who knew were Connor and Jodie, and neither of them were two miles away when I got the first text. Was I being followed?

      ‘We think you sent those messages to your own phone. We think that when you abducted Gabriella Stafford you took her phone and used it to send the messages.’

      I stare at her in dumb amazement. ‘How in God’s name could I send myself a text from a phone two miles away?’

      She looks at me, her face pensive, as if she’s trying to work out if I’m pretending not to understand. But this is not an act. I have no idea how she thinks I might have done that.

      ‘I’m sure you’re aware that you can set up texts to be sent to a predetermined person at a time in the future.’ I give her a blank stare. I didn’t know this, but I’m sure she won’t believe me. ‘We think you killed Gabriella before you went to Healy’s, then set up the texts, planting the mobile somewhere along your route to his home. Then you followed the instructions you had allegedly received from a third party.’

      I am lost for words. It all sounds so plausible, but none of it is true. The only thing that is becoming ever clearer is that someone is working very hard to make me look guilty.
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      Becky felt certain that each assumption they’d made during Mallory Hansen’s interview made perfect sense, but they still didn’t know how Gabi had been taken to the gardens. Had she been drugged and shoved in the boot of Hansen’s car? The forensic examination currently under way would tell them if she’d ever been in that vehicle. Or had there been an accomplice – someone they didn’t know of yet?

      Possibilities spun in her brain as she and Tom drove to Bolton.

      ‘Let’s go back to the timeline,’ Tom said. ‘We think Gabi was taken somewhere on Wednesday night. Where were Hansen and Brennan during the time she was missing?’

      ‘Mallory went to work on Thursday and Friday. Nathan was at home. We can’t check the times that Mallory got to the gallery – she works alone a lot of the time. We have no idea where Nathan was. We visited their home at eight thirty on Saturday morning. After we left, Nathan went out. Mallory left the house early afternoon. We’ve done an ANPR search, and they both headed towards Bolton.’

      ‘Nothing pointing them towards the retail complex that morning?’

      ‘No, but we know there was another car involved, or it could have been Hansen’s car with the plates changed.’

      ‘What were they doing in Bolton?’

      ‘Brennan says he likes to drive to the reservoir at Belmont. He claims to have done that on Sunday morning too – very early. Mallory went to see Connor Healy, which we’ve confirmed although we don’t know for sure what time she left. They were all a bit vague about that.’

      Becky looked at Tom’s tightly clenched lips. Whatever was bugging him, he hadn’t yet let it go.

      ‘Sunday?’ he asked.

      ‘Nathan was out of the house at about five a.m.’

      ‘Fits with Hana. Go on.’

      ‘Mallory says she stayed at home until she came in for her interview. We can’t find any trace of her car on the motorway until the afternoon, when she went to see Healy again, but there are several other routes she could have taken.’

      ‘Could Healy have been hiding Gabi?’

      ‘Maybe. We’ve interviewed him, but I can’t think of any possible motive. The only thing he seems guilty of is being a crap friend, as far as I can see.’

      ‘Akin Musa?’

      ‘We’ve spoken to him again, and we’re still trying to trace the car he says pulled up outside the gym. We’re going through his finances, but we’ve found nothing up to now.’

      Tom parked the car, and they made their way in silence to the incident room, now expanded to cover Gabi’s murder as well as Hana’s abduction.

      Keith raised his hand to signal that he wanted to talk to them, and Becky saw Tom’s faint look of irritation that after all this time working together, his DI still didn’t feel able to speak without permission. He was in one hell of a bad mood.

      ‘Sir, I spoke to Charley Hughes yesterday evening. She’s been talking to Taya Kimura again, and wants to speak to us about the significance of the badger.’

      Tom nodded. ‘And when are we expecting to hear from her? We need to be making some bloody headway here.’

      Keith glanced over Tom’s shoulder. ‘She’s here now, sir.’

      

      Tom was usually pleased to have Charley on a case. She was smart and exceptionally good at reading people, but he didn’t want her reading him today. Whatever was going on with Jack and his family, Tom had to push it firmly to the back of his mind and focus on the two cases. Taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly. Time to be the boss and not the crabby bastard who had arrived at work a couple of hours earlier.

      ‘Let’s all grab a coffee and take a seat,’ he said, noting Becky’s relief at his change of humour. She’d worked with him for long enough to know that his moods didn’t last long, and he gave her an apologetic smile. She rewarded him with a grin.

      Keith, with his usual competence, had organised a decent coffee machine, and when they were all seated Tom turned towards him.

      ‘Over to you, Keith.’

      Keith cleared his throat. ‘Thank you, sir. We all know the details of Hana Fischer’s abduction. Her mother’s car was driven off while she was returning her trolley. A seemingly elderly man delayed her, but we haven’t traced him and it seems increasingly clear he was an accomplice, maybe even the mastermind. There’s been an announcement on television and a request for anyone who was in the car park to come forward.’

      ‘Okay. We know the rest – how the Jeep was driven to the far end of the car park and the abductor had a car waiting at the end of a track. Any news on the car she used?’

      ‘I’m sorry, sir. We still have nothing. But Charley has some information from Ms Kimura.’

      Tom turned to Charley. ‘Let’s hope you’ve got more than we have, Charley. I know Hana wasn’t hurt, but her abduction is a strange crime and undoubtedly linked to Gabriella Stafford’s murder.’

      Charley nodded. ‘You’re aware that the people involved in both cases have known each other for years. They went to school together, but it was the fact that there was a toy badger left at the scene which brought a memory back to Taya.’

      ‘A badger with its eyes gouged out,’ Tom said. ‘A message if ever there was one.’

      ‘I think that’s the point. She mentioned to Becky that they used to play a game called Badger – a sort of hide and seek – and she’s talked to me some more about that. The last night they were all together as friends they ended up having a major argument. It sounds like a slanging match that turned nasty, and things between the six of them have never been the same since. It started because of a game of Badger. According to Taya, it was only ever the six of them who played, never other kids, but on the night they fell out big time the whole thing was triggered by a girl who had followed them there to be with Nathan. As I mentioned to Becky yesterday evening, Taya thinks the girl was called Erin, although she didn’t know her surname. It seems they were mean to her.’

      Charley ran them through the events of that night, as explained by Taya.

      ‘You’re saying she drove off and left them searching the woods?’ Tom asked.

      ‘Apparently. They were furious because they’d spent ages looking for her, but it sounds like they were ashamed of what had happened and all blamed each other.’

      ‘And you think this girl Erin’s relevant?’

      Charley shrugged. ‘Not her specifically, no, but maybe the argument that she provoked has resulted in long-lasting grudges. Even if Erin was pissed with them, I can’t believe she’d wait fifteen years to get her own back. But the location and the badger suggest a link to someone who knew about the game. Erin’s the only one Taya could remember, but maybe there were others who came along once or twice. Hana’s abduction must be linked to the game. Nothing else makes sense. Maybe this Erin remained in touch with one of them and something has happened in the interim. She was certainly obsessed with Nathan Brennan. Or maybe there was more to it than Taya has told me – perhaps it turned a lot nastier than she said. Anyway, Taya thinks Nathan would know Erin’s surname. I know it’s a long shot.’

      Tom saw Becky reach for her phone. ‘I’ll get Rob to ask both him and Mallory. Erin, did you say?’

      Charley nodded, but before Tom could ask any more questions, he heard his name and turned towards the door.

      ‘DCI Douglas, I’m sorry to disturb you, sir.’ It was DI Metcalfe from the Lancashire team.

      Tom got up to walk towards him. ‘What can I do for you, Ryan?’

      ‘Last night we had a report of a rape. It took place on the edge of our patch, so I wouldn’t normally bring it to you, but when the woman was questioned we asked where she’d been prior to the attack. It seems she’d been at the home of Connor and Leanne Healy, where she’d gone to meet Mallory Hansen – the woman we arrested last night.’

      ‘Christ, could this get any more complicated? What happened?’

      ‘I gather a fair amount of alcohol was consumed after Hansen left, and she decided to walk home through the woods close to Healy’s house.’

      ‘And the woman raped was…?’

      ‘Her name’s Jodie Perry.’
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      Tom was struggling to focus, and he knew Becky was watching him, wondering what was going on in his head. He wished he knew himself. Sorry as he was to learn that some poor woman had been raped, he was relieved it had happened on Lancashire’s patch, not theirs. Tom didn’t think he could cope with any more cases right now.

      He turned back to DI Metcalfe. ‘How’s the victim? Jodie Perry? Is she badly hurt?’

      ‘Physically, no. Some bruising on the wrists where he held her down. He attacked her from behind and pulled a bag over her head. We’re running a rape kit, but she says he wore a condom, and it doesn’t help that she’d had what she described as “vigorous sex” earlier in the day.’

      Tom glanced at Becky. ‘She’s one of the original six, isn’t she?’

      ‘Yes, boss. She’s the one who overhead the news about Brennan’s suspension and passed it to Healy, but she’s been out of touch with them, as I understand it. Mallory Hansen didn’t know she was back from the States.’

      ‘That’s right,’ DI Metcalfe said. ‘Perry was brought up here, but her dad’s in a home now. Early-onset dementia. Poor bugger’s only sixty-two. Her mum left the area when she remarried. Jodie’s rented a small flat not far from where Healy lives. She drove to his place, but given the drinking, decided to walk home. The fastest route was through the wood behind his house.’

      ‘Stranger rape, then?’

      ‘She seems to think so. But as I said, he covered her face so she couldn’t see him, and he didn’t speak. Not a single word. That suggests to me that she might have recognised his voice.’

      ‘Anything to go on?’

      ‘Not yet. She did say that she got one hand free. He was wearing a cap, and she pulled it off and flung it into the bushes. He didn’t have time to look for it because it sounded as if someone was coming – although no one did. She reckons it was an animal. Anyway, we’re looking for the cap now.’

      ‘Okay, so how do you want to play this? Jodie Perry is obviously known to our suspects, but it can’t have been Brennan seeking some kind of sick revenge for her sharing news of the allegations against him. He was in our cells last night.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Metcalfe said. ‘It seems nothing more than a coincidence that she knows your suspects. There are no obvious links, so we’ll be investigating it, but I thought I should keep you in the loop.’

      Tom was about to give his usual speech about coincidences but decided against it.

      ‘You can liaise with me, Ryan,’ Becky offered. ‘If we come across any more references to Jodie Perry in our investigations, I’ll let you know. And vice versa, if that’s okay.’

      Becky was looking worried, as if something was niggling away at her, but Tom decided to wait until Metcalfe had gone before asking her.

      ‘Oh, and while I remember, sir.’ Metcalfe turned as he headed to the door. ‘Your crime-scene manager said it would be okay to open up the pond area by lunchtime today so the Rivington volunteers can get back to work. Dr Osoba thinks his team has almost finished.’

      Tom nodded at the detective, and with a smile to Becky, DI Metcalfe took his leave. Tom walked back to the table.

      ‘I know that face, Becky. What’s going on in your head?’

      ‘Probably the same that’s going on in yours,’ she said with a small shrug. Tom seriously doubted that. ‘This is too weird. We have a group of six people, all old friends, and now five of them have been linked with crimes – all of them serious. Murder, abduction, bribery – and now rape. It can’t be a coincidence Hana was found clutching that mutilated badger.’

      Tom turned to Keith.

      ‘We’re going round in circles here. Leaving Jodie Perry out of the picture for now because it’s a complication and that could be a coincidence – don’t look like that, Becky, I only said could be – do you have any updates on the Hana Fischer case, and any sense of how it could be linked to Gabi’s murder?’

      Keith nodded. ‘I was waiting for confirmation.’ He held out his hand as Cass came over and passed him a sheet of paper. ‘Thank you, Cass.’ He studied the note for a moment, then looked up. ‘We had a call this morning from Yvonne Brocklehurst at Cavendish Hope. She called because we finally released the information about Hana’s abduction. She recognised Taya Kimura’s name and told me she’d planned to ask her to come in for a chat. She thought Ms Kimura might have been a witness to what went on in Brennan’s office. When we spoke to Ms Kimura we only asked if she recognised Gabi, but as the offices have glass walls, she would have been able to see what happened.’

      ‘I’ll speak to Taya,’ Charley said. ‘I’ll ask her if she saw anything other than Gabi apparently crying and running out of Brennan’s office. But I’m sure she would have told me if she’d seen anything else.’

      Tom nodded slowly. ‘True, but neither Brennan nor Gabi would necessarily know for certain what she’d seen. Either way, she was being told to keep shtum.’

      ‘Given that a woman abducted Hana, are we suggesting it was Gabriella Stafford or Mallory Hansen?’ Keith asked.

      Becky shrugged. ‘I still think Gabi’s unlikely, given what’s happened since. Mallory had time, although I’m worried about the logistics of it. That abduction took a lot of planning.’

      Charley frowned. ‘Taya’s admitted she’s a creature of habit – goes to the same supermarket the same time each week and regularly posts about it on Instagram. She always puts Hana in her car seat while she loads her shopping into the car. Says she’s worried the trolley will tip over or run off down the hill if she lets go of it.’

      Tom drummed his fingers on the table while he thought.

      ‘Becky, when you searched Brennan’s home, I presume you looked in all the wardrobes. Did you see any of those trainers worn by our abductor? What were they again, Keith?’

      ‘Athletic Propulsion Labs sneakers, sir.’

      ‘Nothing like that, boss. There were a couple of pairs of running shoes, but it’s not Mallory’s style to wear them for anything but running. She’s more of a Prada boots and Valentino Rockstud sort of girl. Expensive, whichever way you look at it.’

      Everyone was silent for a moment, mulling over everything they knew.

      ‘I know we’re supposed to follow the evidence, boss,’ Becky said, ‘but I can’t help wondering if all six of these old friends are being targeted in some way that’s tied to their past. Why leave the baby at Rivington with a toy badger? Why kill Gabi there? There are better places. Now Jodie Perry’s a victim too. They’ve all suffered or been implicated in a crime, one way or another.’

      ‘Except Connor Healy,’ Tom said.

      ‘True, but there’s still time, given Jodie’s only just been attacked. I didn’t warm to him, but I got the impression he doesn’t want people to like him. And he’s not stupid enough to hurt every one of his old friends and leave himself unscathed.’

      ‘Unless that’s the plan. Someone else is behind it, but they want to be sure that all eyes turn to Healy,’ Keith said.

      Tom frowned. ‘If I could just sum up then?’ He looked from one to the other. ‘I think I can safely say that we don’t have a bloody clue.’
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      Connor was frustrated. He had heard the news about Gabriella Stafford, and dreadful as it was that the girl had been murdered, he felt oddly relieved that Nate had been in custody at the time. It was more than strange that the body had been found at Rivington Gardens, just as Hana had been, and he was desperate to find out more. He was uniquely placed to write the story, but although he had been told the police had someone in custody, nothing more had been released.

      He had tried phoning Mallory, thinking she might know, but she wasn’t answering. Neither was Akin, although Connor had no idea how he might help.

      So much was happening around him. There were so many stories he could be writing, but he wasn’t able to get an angle on any of them.

      He had called Taya and offered to write an article about Hana’s abduction. ‘It would be a great piece and I could probably get a national paper interested. Everyone needs to understand how easy it is for something like this to happen to them.’

      ‘Thanks, but I don’t want the world to see what an idiot I am. I would rather retain the illusion that I’m a smart woman. Not interested, Connor.’

      He had wanted to scream at her down the phone. He needed a break.

      ‘Okay, so perhaps talking about how your gorgeous little girl was taken from you isn’t the right angle. Maybe we should talk about how it felt to get her back – an emotional piece about that moment when you saw her and realised she was okay. I could play down the how, if that suits better.’

      He heard a sigh from the other end of the phone. ‘I’ll tell you something – but you can’t print it. If you do, the police will be round in a flash, but it might make you realise why I’m saying nothing. Do I have your word?’

      Connor felt a shiver down his spine. If this was good, he would find a way of using it.

      ‘I told you there was a toy badger found with Hana?’

      ‘You did, yes.’

      ‘What I didn’t tell you was that there was also a note left in my car – a threatening note, suggesting that something else would happen unless I kept my mouth shut.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘I don’t bloody know! I don’t know what I’m supposed to keep quiet about, and for that reason I’m not prepared to say anything to the press.’

      Connor bit back his irritation. ‘Can I remind you it was you who came to me in the first place?’

      ‘I know. I was using you, and I make no apology. Hana’s crying. Sorry, Connor.’

      With that, she hung up.

      ‘Fuck!’

      He had to get a story out of this. He needed something. Anything! He paced his tiny office in the small front bedroom of the house, which amounted to about three steps in each direction. As he headed towards the window, he saw a car draw up and a man get out and open the gate. Before he could turn to go downstairs, a police car pulled up too, and a uniformed officer stepped out.

      ‘What the…’ Connor muttered. Surely nothing else had happened.

      He raced downstairs before Leanne could make it from the kitchen. If this was more stuff about his friends, he was going to ask if they could talk outside. His wife had had enough of the lot of them.

      He pulled open the door to face a man of about his own age in a suit. He didn’t recognise him.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘Are you Connor Healy?’

      ‘I am, yes.’

      ‘DI Metcalfe, Lancashire police. Can we come in, please?’

      ‘Can’t we just chat on the doorstep?’ Connor took one look at the officer’s face and stepped back, holding the door wide. ‘I guess not.’ He had no intention of taking them further than the hall, though. ‘What can I do for you, DI Metcalfe?’

      The detective turned to the uniformed officer, who passed him a transparent plastic bag. DI Metcalfe held it up, dangling it from his fingers.

      ‘Is this your hat, sir? I understand it’s what’s known as a fiddler cap.’

      Connor stooped slightly to peer through the plastic. ‘Yes! I wondered where that had got to.’ He looked up at the detective’s face. There was something wrong here. Something very wrong.

      ‘Decent of Lancashire police to go to the trouble of returning it to me,’ he said with an attempt at a smile. ‘Where did you find it?’

      ‘Connor Healy, I am arresting you on suspicion of rape. You do not have to say anything…’

      He listened, dumbstruck, as he was cautioned, but it wasn’t the detective he was looking at. Over DI Metcalfe’s shoulder, he saw Leanne standing in the doorway to the kitchen, her face stricken.
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      Since they moved me to Manchester this morning, I’ve been given another cell – remarkably similar to the previous one, except it feels even colder. Perhaps it isn’t. Perhaps it’s just the fact that I can’t stop shivering. I sit on the very edge of the mattress, elbows on knees, head in hands. How is it possible that I’ve been accused of murder? And yet I can see that the evidence against me is compelling, even though I know it to be untrue. I feel a fluttery pressure in my chest and wish with all my heart that I could see Nate and apologise for my lack of faith in him. I understand now how it feels to have no one believe in your innocence.

      I’m jolted out of my thoughts by the sound of my cell door being unlocked, and I turn as it opens, half hoping that I’m being allowed to go, half dreading what’s going to happen next.

      DS Cumba isn’t smiling, so I know it’s not good news. ‘Miss Hansen, I’ve got a couple more questions for you. Would you mind coming with me, please?’

      My legs are shaking as I stand, and I rest my hand against the wall for a moment, breathing hard, trying to get control over my body, before following him along the corridor and back to the miserable interview room. Another officer, introduced as DC Stillwell, joins him at the table. I look at her, hoping she might be less astute than DI Robinson with a gentler approach, but two intelligent grey eyes stare back, and I know I’m out of luck.

      ‘Miss Hansen,’ she says the moment I’m seated. ‘Do you want us to call your solicitor? We only have a few questions.’

      I don’t like the lawyer assigned to me – a weasel-faced man with bad breath – and should this go any further, I’m going to find myself someone I can trust. But I hadn’t expected to still be here this morning after a night in a tiny room that echoes with loneliness and depression.

      ‘It’s okay. Ask away.’

      It’s the detective constable who seems to be leading this interview. The sergeant watches me, studies me. It’s unnerving.

      ‘I’d like you to tell me about the time you spent at Rivington as a teenager.’

      I feel my mouth drop open. I understand why the location is of interest, but why would they want to know about our time there as kids?

      Anyone brought up where we were, north-west of Bolton, knows about the gardens. We loved the woods, the ruined buildings, the winding paths, the lakes, the total wilderness it was back then. We used to weave stories about the people we imagined had lived there, and maybe still lived there, hiding in the undergrowth. It was part of the fun to scare each other.

      I swallow a lump in my throat at the brief happy memory. ‘We started going when we were about seven or eight. One or other of our parents used to drive us up there, and as we got older they would drop us off and go to the café or maybe for a walk.’

      ‘And this carried on through secondary school as well, did it?’

      ‘Yes, but much less often. We would occasionally cycle there, and once we got a taste for alcohol it was our favourite place to hang out after dark. Maybe once a month, but less and less. We’d grown out of wanting to explore, so it was more a case of somewhere to go when we didn’t want to meet at each other’s houses.’

      ‘Tell me about your game of Badger. Who might have known about the game outside your group? We understand there was at least one person – a girl called Erin.’

      ‘How do you know about that?’ I ask, genuinely mystified. It hardly seems important.

      The detective gives me a look which I interpret as a reminder that they ask the questions.

      ‘It’s a daft game that we played. Sort of hide and seek. We gave up playing it when we were about fourteen, but then occasionally when we were really bored someone would suggest a game – usually because one of the boys was hoping to get one of the girls in a tight space.’

      I pull a face at the thought, and I detect a hint of a smile from the sergeant.

      ‘And when did you last play?’

      I know why she’s asking, because she’s mentioned Erin. What can she possibly know about her? Until a few days ago, I’d completely forgotten about her.

      ‘Look, I know you’re the ones asking the questions, but if I knew why you were asking, it might help me give you sensible answers rather than vague recollections.’

      DC Stillwell glances at DS Cumba, who leans slightly forward.

      ‘You’re aware that Hana Fischer was found at Rivington, close to the location where you discovered Gabriella Stafford’s body?’

      I nod. Suddenly, it comes to me. I know what this is about.

      ‘Is this about the toy badger Hana was holding?’

      The sergeant looks slightly stunned that I know about this, but then he doesn’t know about Connor’s compulsion to spread gossip.

      ‘It is. Ms Kimura thought that the combination of the location and the badger might be relevant to our investigation.’

      I sit back in my chair and nod. The significance hadn’t escaped any of us. ‘That’s why you want to know about Erin, isn’t it? Taya told you that apart from the six of us, no one other than Erin knew about the game?’

      They’re watching me closely, and I’m not sure why. If they believe Nate and I abducted Gabi and then I killed her, what possible relevance could Erin have – someone I’ve not seen or heard of for fifteen years?

      I feel a burst of hope. Perhaps they’re beginning to believe me – believe all of us – that nothing that has happened is down to us. Someone else is doing this.
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      By early afternoon, Tom was feeling the pressure. They should have been making more progress on the case, but he was distracted, thinking of his brother. He had the names of all the people Kate had spoken to about Jack and was keen to check them out, but there was a limit to how much he could legally do. He certainly couldn’t run any checks on police computers. As soon as possible, he was going to find an excuse to speak to Paul Green from Titan to see if he had any information he might share.

      Trying to refocus on the cases, Tom walked over to the board where Keith had helpfully put together a diagram showing the links between all the parties involved in Gabi Stafford’s murder and Hana Fischer’s abduction.

      ‘You seem very absorbed, DCI Douglas?’

      Tom turned to find Detective Superintendent Stanley behind him.

      ‘Good afternoon, ma’am. To what do we owe this pleasure?’

      As the incident room was quite a distance from Philippa’s office at Force HQ, he had expected nothing more than a few calls to check on progress. This was unusual behaviour, and he could only assume that the few hours she’d spent on the course before finding an excuse to escape were paying off.

      ‘I’m getting pressure for a solution, Tom. Are you planning on holding Nathan Brennan and Mallory Hansen for longer, or releasing them?’

      ‘I’ve got an extension for Brennan, and still time on the clock for Hansen.’

      ‘You think Brennan’s at the centre of the whole thing, then?’

      ‘Logically, it would seem so, yes.’

      ‘But you don’t believe it.’

      ‘I watched Becky’s interview with Mallory Hansen. She looked dumbfounded by the pictures of her in the bar. Yes, she might have been shocked that she’d been spotted, but she’s a smart woman, and I’m starting to find it difficult to believe that she would head out to commit a crime in a bright red coat.’

      Philippa smiled. ‘She may not have gone with the intention of committing the crime, though. She may have felt forced into it if Gabriella had refused to be persuaded.’

      ‘Possible. It’s also possible that Brennan took the coat and gave it to his accomplice, assuming that wasn’t Hansen. But why would he set up his partner? There was an air of distrust between them, but no open antagonism.’

      ‘So what are you going to do?’

      Tom stared at the floor. What was it Jack always used to say? His mind flashed back to a night in Jack’s bedroom when Tom was about fourteen. Jack had just finished programming some complex software, and he’d asked Tom to try to crash it.

      ‘Why would you want me to do that?’ a bewildered Tom had asked.

      Jack had smiled at him. ‘Only by proving I can’t break it will I know it works. It’s like any hypothesis, little brother. You can’t prove it’s true unless you’ve examined all possible exceptions.’

      Tom looked up and smiled at his boss. ‘I’m not sure you’re going to like this, so I’m not going to ask you. I’m just going to do it.’

      Philippa raised her eyebrows, but she trusted him, and he knew it.

      He turned back to the room. ‘Okay, guys. Can I have your attention?’ The room fell quiet and all eyes turned to Tom. ‘I want us to do something radical. I want us to stop trying to prove that Brennan and Hansen are behind all of this. I want you to try to prove they’re innocent.’
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      Tom’s pronouncement caused a shocked silence until finally Keith spoke: ‘Can you explain, sir?’

      ‘I can. There are massive holes in the case against both these two. If we can find them, so can any defence, should we get as far as charging them. If we keep focusing on plugging holes to try to prove their guilt and we’re wrong, we’re losing the chance to find out who is really behind all of this. We have photos of Mallory Hansen in the bar, but we don’t know how she got there. Did she call a taxi? Does she have an Uber account? We know her phone never left her home that night, and there’s no sign of her car on ANPR. We know she was present at the murder scene, but there’s no forensic evidence to suggest Gabi was ever in her car and we don’t have the murder weapon. We’re chasing around, trying to make our hypotheses work, so let’s turn the whole thing on its head.’

      ‘How do you want us to go about it?’

      ‘The events of the last week all appear to stem from the allegations of sexual harassment, and as I’ve said, it doesn’t matter whether they’re true or not. If Brennan’s objective was to silence Gabi to save his career, he could have decided to do that whether or not she was telling the truth.’

      Tom looked around the room and could see he still had some convincing to do.

      ‘There are two possibilities: first option – Brennan and Hansen are guilty as sin. To silence Gabi, Brennan went to her flat to issue threats. When they failed, he sent Akin Musa to pay her off. When that didn’t work, with Hansen’s help, he abducted her and hid her somewhere. Taya Kimura had to be warned off, because of what she’d seen. We arrested Brennan, so Hansen decided the only option was to kill Gabi herself, faking the texts using the burner phone she had taken from her victim. Do we all agree that this is the current theory?’

      There were a few silent, but still slightly bemused, nods.

      ‘Okay, so here’s my question. If you were going to steal a baby and murder a woman, why would you go to a spot connected to your past? Why leave a defaced badger – a memory of that past? Why not leave the baby and the body somewhere remote, unconnected? We caught Hansen at the murder scene, but we know the knife she took from Healy’s kitchen wasn’t the murder weapon, and we know Gabi had been dead for more than the hour between the first text arriving and discovery of the body. So how did Hansen do that? Did she kill her and then calmly go to Connor Healy’s house for a chat?’

      The nods were becoming slightly more positive, and Tom could see a hint of a smile on Philippa’s face.

      ‘Both our suspects are adamant they’re being framed, which is the second possibility. Let’s see if they’re right. I said it didn’t matter if the sexual harassment allegations are true or not – but if they’re false, why did Gabi make them? Remind me what we know about Gabi’s finances.’

      ‘She was in debt,’ Becky said. ‘She’d maxed out her overdraft and her credit cards, so it’s possible she would have taken a bribe. The post-mortem showed she used a fair amount of cocaine, or used to, and that’s not cheap. When I spoke to her sister after she’d been informed of Gabi’s death, she said something had been worrying Gabi, but she’d kept it from Michaela – probably because of her concerns about her sister’s little girl.’

      ‘Gabi may have been in debt to a drug dealer – or illegal moneylenders,’ Cass said.

      Tom nodded. ‘We know someone went to her flat to threaten her. That was before she was given the money, and we’ve been working on the theory that it was Brennan. Let’s get a recording of his voice and ask the flatmate if she recognises it. Probably won’t be admissible, but it might steer us towards a conclusion. Gabi needed money, so did someone pay her to frame him? Was that Akin Musa? Could Gabi have been bribed but then become a danger to whoever was paying her?’

      ‘Sir, I’ll get on to Charley and check if she’s had a chance to speak to Taya Kimura about Brennan’s conduct in the office that day,’ Keith said.

      ‘Good. Cass, speak to the analysts. I want them to look at images of the woman who took Hana, the woman in the bar and Mallory Hansen. Get them to confirm heights, body weights – you know the drill. Let’s see if it’s even plausible that either of these women is Hansen.’

      Tom turned to Becky.

      ‘Did we make any headway with the friend who had old social media posts relating to Gabi?’

      ‘We’ve spoken to her, but she refused to comment, saying she hadn’t seen Gabi for months. I asked about the man in the photo, but she said she didn’t know him. I didn’t believe her.’

      ‘He could be her dealer. Get his photo circulated internally, and show it to the flatmate. See if she recognises him.’

      ‘Do you think he might have killed Gabi, boss?’ Becky asked.

      ‘Not once she had the money. He’d have been far more interested in that. I just want a full picture. Any more questions?’

      No one had, and Tom walked over to Philippa. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘I think it’s a reasonable strategy. If Brennan and Hansen are right and someone’s trying to frame them, they must have done something heinous to whoever it is. I know an argument fifteen years ago has been mentioned, but I don’t buy that. Do you?’

      Tom didn’t, but the location and the references to the game had to be linked.

      ‘Boss!’ Tom turned at the sound of Becky’s voice. ‘Ryan Metcalfe on the phone.’

      Tom and Philippa both walked over as Becky put her phone on speaker.

      ‘Sir, an update on Jodie Perry’s rape. She identified the cap as looking like one that belongs to Connor Healy. We arrested him and were going to ask for his DNA, which he’s happy to give. But he admitted immediately that the cap was his. He said, and I quote, “I don’t need a fucking test to tell me this is my hat. I wear it every day. But I’m telling you, I didn’t rape Jodie. Why the fuck would I do that?” Anyway, the outcome of all of this is that Jodie doesn’t want us to pursue it. She says she can’t see him go to prison, and if we charge him, she’ll say she took the cap herself; that she’d been in his house, used his bathroom, the towels, and that any DNA found on her could come from that. She’s adamant.’

      ‘Bloody hell. And what does Healy say?’

      ‘Well, here’s the thing. He says he wants us to charge him, because he wants to prove his innocence. If the case is dropped, everyone will believe for ever more that he did it and Jodie let him get away with it.’

      ‘That sounds like Healy,’ Becky said.

      Tom looked at Philippa as the call ended. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Same as you, at a guess. That Healy may have been set up, and that he and Jodie are yet more victims of whoever is orchestrating this.’
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      DS Cumba and DC Stillwell have invited my lawyer to attend another interview, so I know this is more serious than a few simple questions. I sit as far from him as possible in the confined space of the interview room.

      ‘We want to focus on the hours after you met Gabriella Stafford in the bar,’ DC Stillwell tells me, her expression solemn.

      I expect my solicitor to chip in and correct them, but he seems to be more interested in a fleck of dirt on his trouser leg. As I open my mouth to challenge the assumption that it was me in the bar, DS Cumba interrupts.

      ‘We know it was you, Mallory. We have more photos, and they show you clearly.’

      ‘Let me see them. Given I wasn’t there, as I’ve told you repeatedly, perhaps I can find something on the photos to prove it.’

      DC Stillwell puts her head on one side as if to say, ‘Let’s humour her,’ and opens a folder. One by one, she pulls out six large images, each from a slightly different angle, and pushes them across the table towards me.

      There is no doubt it looks like me. My coat. My hair. But not one of my face. I peer at the photos closely. There must be something.

      ‘Do you deny that this is your coat?’

      ‘I do. I know it’s not my coat – because my coat is in my cupboard at home.’

      He gives me a quizzical look, and I realise that’s not evidence that I didn’t wear it last Wednesday.

      ‘Okay, let me rephrase that. It looks very similar to a coat of mine, but as I wasn’t in the bar that night, I can only assume someone else has the same coat.’

      ‘Come on, Miss Hansen. It’s not exactly the sort of coat you pick up at Primark, is it?’

      I ignore him and pull the photos closer. After a moment or two I give a little whoop.

      ‘Look at the feet. Ignore the coat for a moment. The jeans could be any make – the label’s covered by the coat. But look at the shoes.’ The woman in the photos is wearing trainers with white soles and pale grey uppers with an intricate weave pattern. ‘I don’t wear shoes like that – they look like fancy trainers.’

      ‘And you don’t own any trainers?’

      ‘I do, yes. But I only wear them to run in – never to go out in.’

      ‘Maybe you expected Gabriella to make a run for it, and you’d have to follow.’

      I close my eyes and try to count to ten, but I only make it to three. ‘I do not own any footwear that even vaguely resembles these. Check my wardrobe, my cupboards. All my running shoes are black – without exception.’

      ‘You could, of course, have thrown them away,’ DC Stillwell says. ‘I’m sorry, but that proves nothing.’

      I return my gaze to the images. And then I see it. The one piece of evidence that is indisputable. One photo is a close-up of the upper half of the woman in the red coat, as always from behind, but she is pushing her hair back with her right hand.

      ‘The hand!’ I say, raising my eyes to stare at the detectives. I can feel the smile splitting my face. ‘Where are my rings? That hand is not mine. I never go out without my rings – check with your custody officer. My rings are all in a bag – you can see from the slight indentation on my fingers where they’ve been. Okay, you’re going to say I might have taken them off, but look at the nails.’ I peer closely at the photo. ‘These nails are short, bitten to the quick.’ I hold out my hand. ‘Now look at mine.’

      My nails are immaculate. They’ve always been part of the image, and I hate breaking one of them.

      The two police officers exchange a glance.

      ‘Are they fake?’ DS Cumba asks, but Stillwell gives a slight shake of the head. She knows.

      ‘They’re all mine. And you can check with anyone who knows me, including my manicurist. They’re shaped into what’s known as a squoval – like a classic oval, but squared off slightly at the end. And for the last few months, my colour of choice has been Shiraz. I would never allow my nails to look like those, and they couldn’t possibly have grown from that—’ I point at the photo, ‘—to this—’ I lay my hand flat on the table, ‘—in just a few days.’

      I feel a flash of relief. There can be little doubt that whoever was wearing a coat identical to mine, with hair dyed my colour, had intended to look like me. But it wasn’t me. And now the police know it.

      ‘If this isn’t you, Mallory, someone certainly wants to make it look like you. Who would do that? Who would want to damage you so badly?’

      My gaze flicks between the two detectives. I say nothing, because I don’t have an answer.

      

      I walk out of the police station and take huge gulps of fresh air, lifting my face to the sky. They are letting me go without charge. My body is aching and I realise how tense I have been. My legs feel weak, but even though they offered me a lift home, I don’t want to be in the back of a police car. It would feel like an extension of the cell.

      Beneath my relief is a darker feeling that I’ve been trying to avoid examining, but I can’t ignore it any longer. There is no doubt in my mind that someone planned this. Someone is doing this to me, but I can’t think who would want to hurt me so much.

      The police still seem convinced that Nate is involved, and there is a sobering moment as I leave the station.

      ‘There’s one thing you need to consider,’ DS Cumba says. ‘That coat is unusual, would you agree?’

      I nod. That’s why I bought it.

      ‘Just consider, for a moment, that Nathan could have taken your coat that night and given it to an accomplice. All she needed then was a wig to match the colour of your hair.’

      I stare at him in horror. ‘But why would he want to implicate me?’

      He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know the answer to that, but maybe you were the target all along. Your guilt could set him free. Be careful what you believe and who you trust, Mallory.’
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      As I open the front door, my home feels different, as if someone or something has stripped away its tranquillity. I stand in the doorway, unwilling to enter. I don’t know who wants to hurt me, but would they come here? To my house? Whoever it is, they have killed once. Will I be next?

      I step into the hall.

      ‘Is anyone there?’ Feeling a fool, I leave the door open. ‘Hello?’ I call again, my voice weak.

      The house feels empty, but maybe it’s just Nate’s absence.

      Pulling up the emergency SOS button on my phone, my thumb hovering, ready to call for help if I feel threatened, I push each door of the downstairs rooms open with my foot. There’s no one there.

      I head to the bottom of the stairs. If I leave the front door open, someone could come in while I am in the bedrooms. If I close it, I’ll shut off my escape route.

      I feel frozen, incapable of a decision, so I lower myself onto the stairs, waiting, listening. If I hear a noise, I will know what to do, but for now the events of the last twenty-four hours have left me too drained to do anything.

      Every time I close my eyes, I see the body of a young woman covered in blood, and when I force that image from my mind, I see a cell with a bright blue mattress cover. I need a shower, to scrub every whiff of the defeat I felt in that place from my body. And Nate is still there, in an identical, white-tiled box. I swallow the lump blocking my throat.

      Thoughts of Nate remind me of my red coat. Is it still here? Jumping up, I open the cloakroom door and sag with relief. It’s where I left it. Then another thought hits me. If someone else wore it, they may have put something in the pockets, something the police could use, and I frantically push my hands in and check every corner.

      The pockets are empty. I press my face to the fabric and sniff, but the only perfume I can smell is my own. Relief washes over me, although I’m not sure if I’ll ever wear my favourite coat again.

      I’m still not ready to check upstairs, and as I collapse back onto the bottom step my phone rings.

      ‘Akin, thank God.’

      ‘That wasn’t the reaction I was expecting! Are you okay?’

      ‘I am, but will you stay on the line for just a moment?’

      I hear a bemused ‘Okay’ as I rush up the stairs. I know he can’t help me if there’s someone hiding in my house, but somehow his presence on the other end of the phone fills me with reassurance. I can hear his voice, but I don’t listen to the words as I open each door in turn.

      There is no one upstairs, and I return to my perch on the bottom stair.

      ‘Sorry, Akin. I’m okay to talk now.’

      ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you since I heard the news about Gabriella Stafford. They must know it can’t have been Nate. Have they let him go?’

      I realise he doesn’t know about my arrest. It was never made public, so I tell him what happened.

      ‘My God, Mallory, I can’t believe they thought you were capable of murder. You’re not evil.’

      ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, Akin.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I’m hoping my faith in you is reciprocated. The police still seem convinced Nate gave me the money to pay Gabi to withdraw her charges, and with Nate in custody I thought they might come after me. But whatever you might think, I’m not involved in this.’

      I want to believe him, but someone is doing this. The only person I could think of who seemed to have both the knowledge and the opportunity was Akin, and I feel a moment of remorse. Until the police told me the message could have been set up in advance for a timed delivery, he seemed the only option, and I hope he never knows I suspected him.

      ‘Have you had any update on the guy who gave you the envelope?’ I ask.

      ‘No. They haven’t found the car or the driver yet. I’ve been questioned again, and I can’t prove I’m telling the truth.’ He’s quiet for a moment, and I search in vain for something positive to say. ‘Anyway, it’s not why I called you. Did you know Jodie was raped last night?’

      ‘What? Oh my God! Poor Jodie.’

      ‘After you left Connor’s, Jodie stayed for another hour or so, drinking with him. She was attacked on her way home.’

      ‘Jesus! Is she okay?’

      ‘I don’t know, but you know Jodie. Tough as old boots – at least on the surface. God knows what’s going on underneath all that bravado. The thing is, they arrested Connor.’

      I jump up from the stairs and start to pace the hall.

      ‘Shit! They think he did it?’

      ‘Yep. They say there’s evidence, but Jodie’s withdrawn her accusation. Says she doesn’t want him to go to prison. I’ve spoken to Connor, and he’s livid. He wants the police to carry on investigating because he swears categorically that he didn’t do it. The rapist wore a condom, and Jodie had already had sex with someone earlier that day.’

      ‘Who, for God’s sake? She’s only just come back from the States, hasn’t she?’

      ‘She says he was some random she picked up in a bar. Spent the night in a hotel near the airport because he was flying out next day. She doesn’t even know his name.’

      I groan. Jodie – always the wild, unpredictable one.

      ‘The thing is,’ Akin continues, ‘I wonder if we should get together and talk about this. There were six of us, always, and yet in the space of a few days every one of us seems to have been targeted. I don’t know what’s going on, Mallory, but however much logic I try to apply, I can’t make any sense out of it all.’
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      Philippa Stanley had finally left, muttering platitudes such as ‘Good work’ to the astonished team. The new Philippa wouldn’t last; Tom was certain of that. And anyway, he preferred the abrupt, efficient version. He knew where he stood with her.

      As if to provide further evidence that the world was going slightly out of kilter, he heard a joyful shout of ‘Yes!’ from Keith, a man who rarely showed any emotion. Becky glanced at Tom and raised her eyebrows.

      ‘I presume you have some news, Keith?’ Tom said.

      ‘I do indeed. I think we might have an identification on the car used to drive Hana Fischer from Monmouth Street. A man called in a stolen vehicle – a denim-blue Volvo S60. It sounds like it fits the bill.’

      ‘Why this car, as opposed to any of the other thousands of blue saloons stolen recently?’

      Keith frowned. ‘I’m assuming, maybe incorrectly, that if the same car was used to drop off the envelope at the gym and subsequently to abduct Hana, whoever stole it had to know it wouldn’t be reported immediately. There were ten days between the two events. Most car thefts are reported within hours – a day or two at the most.’

      ‘When was it stolen?’ Becky asked.

      ‘The owner doesn’t know precisely because he’s been on holiday for the last two weeks. He’d planned to be away for another week, but his mother-in-law was taken into hospital, so the family came home early to find the car had gone from the drive. Officers are going to talk to the neighbours to see if they noticed when it disappeared.’

      ‘Good thinking, Keith. Whoever took it must have known the family’s plans. Could be a lead. Let’s run some checks – see if Musa was telling the truth after all and if it’s potentially the car that was used to abduct Hana Fischer.’

      Tom could sense the excitement in the room. It felt like progress, although he felt certain, given the planning that had gone into Hana’s abduction, the Volvo would have been dumped and the baby transferred to another car before being driven to her final destination. He hoped he was wrong.

      Before he could ponder any more on the subject, his mobile rang.

      ‘Tom Douglas.’

      ‘It’s Ryan Metcalfe, sir.’

      Calls from the detective inspector were becoming something of a habit, and Tom wondered if DI Metcalfe could be regretting the loss of this case.

      ‘Yes, Inspector. What can I do for you?’

      ‘Do you remember the volunteers who turned up in the car park the morning we found Hana Fischer? They’ve been working on the gardens for months, and wanted to start work on one of the ponds, clearing it of debris, et cetera.’

      ‘I do. Dr Osoba tells me he’s finished with the crime scene and you’ve now allowed them onto the site.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. They’ve been clearing the east side of the pond, and when they cut back some branches overhanging a deep area of water they discovered some bones. Human, it seems.’

      ‘Christ! Can anything else happen in this neck of the woods? How old are the bones?’

      ‘They’re not recent, but that’s all I know. The forensic anthropologist is on her way. The volunteers have been stopped again – much to their disgust – and we’ve got the Underwater Search Unit on hand. We’ll probably have to drain the pond, which they’re saying will play havoc with the wildlife. I’m sure it’s not relevant to your enquiries, but as it will be on the news at some point, I thought I’d better give you a heads-up.’

      ‘Thanks for that, and good luck!’

      Tom hung up as Becky pulled up a chair next to him.

      ‘You’re looking a bit glum,’ she said.

      ‘Frustrated about this case, that’s all.’ It wasn’t all, by any stretch of the imagination. But he’d dragged Becky into the Jack situation in the past, and he wasn’t about to do it again. It wasn’t fair on her.

      ‘Was that Ryan Metcalfe you were speaking to?’

      ‘It was. Good guy, I think. Better than the last Ryan we worked with.’

      Tom and Becky shared a smile. They used to have an officer on the team called Ryan Tippetts, and he had been useless on every level.

      ‘Anyway, it seems they’ve found some skeletal remains in one of the ponds at Rivington. Fortunately, not our problem.’

      

      Despite Tom’s despondency, the incident room was buzzing. The possible identification of the car had injected new enthusiasm into the team, and both ANPR and CCTV were being checked. Useful as Tom hoped that might prove, with Mallory Hansen out of the frame and Nathan Brennan still in custody, there was still no suspect for the murder of Gabriella Stafford.

      Although Tom had never had a case turn on a manicure before, analysis of the CCTV from the supermarket car park and the still images from the bar confirmed the person who abducted Hana and the woman in the red coat were both about an inch shorter than Mallory, and while Tom had toyed with the idea that Brennan had another accomplice, they had no evidence.

      ‘Boss.’

      He looked up to see Becky nodding towards the door, and was surprised to see a young PC talking to an uncomfortable-looking Mallory Hansen.

      ‘I’ll go and see what she wants,’ Becky said, getting up from her desk.

      Five minutes later, she was back. ‘I’ve put her in an interview room. She has something to tell us, and she seems to think it’s important. Do you want me to deal with it?’

      ‘No, but come with me. Let’s hear what she has to say.’

      It seemed odd to Tom that a woman who had been released from custody so recently would turn up here, and when he pushed open the door he could see how uneasy she was, fidgeting in her chair, tapping her foot.

      ‘Miss Hansen. What can we do for you?’

      ‘I wanted to speak to you in person, and I was told you were here. I’m not sure if I’m doing the right thing, but after my interviews with DS Cumba and seeing those photos that are supposed to be of me, I realise someone is trying very hard to ruin our lives. Nate’s said all along that he was being framed to destroy his reputation, and to my shame I wasn’t sure I believed him. But it seems I’m under attack too.’

      ‘According to DS Cumba, you said you had no idea who this might be.’

      ‘I don’t – or at least, not really. But on Saturday we went to see Nate’s parents, to tell them about the allegations against him. It was difficult. His parents are…well, let’s just say warm and supportive are not adjectives you would use to describe them.’

      Tom nodded. He could see she was finding this difficult.

      ‘Look, Nate knows nothing about this yet, but shortly after he left for university someone wrote to him. His mother, Barbara, opened the letter. I struggled to believe she would do such a thing, but she said she wanted to know if it was important. It turns out it was from a girl saying she was having Nate’s baby.’ Mallory looked down at her hands. ‘Barbara took the – er – unusual decision not to tell her son.’

      Tom resisted the temptation to look at Becky, knowing exactly what she would be thinking.

      ‘Apparently the woman didn’t want to see Nate. She said he’d treated her badly or something like that. She wanted money, so without a word to her son, Barbara sent her some. The letters carried on until a few years ago. Then they stopped. Barbara thought that was the end of it, but they started up again recently. Barbara refused to give her any more money.’

      ‘That’s useful information, Miss Hansen. Thank you. But if it was Mrs Brennan refusing to pay, why would this woman take it out on Nathan?’

      ‘Because I don’t think Barbara ever admitted that it wasn’t Nate sending her the money. His dad’s called Nigel, and the accounts were in his name. N. Brennan. I suspect, although I’m not sure, that Barbara thought the woman would try to contact Nate if she knew he wasn’t the one paying.’

      ‘And you don’t know who this woman is?’

      Mallory shook her head. ‘Nate was popular with girls at school. He had a lot of girlfriends. I was asked in my interview about Erin, the girl who came with us to the gardens on that last night. I don’t know if it’s her, but he was seeing her shortly before he left.’

      Mallory appeared to be concentrating, trying to recall details.

      ‘Apart from the night she came to the lost garden with us, I’d never met her. I may have seen her in the pub, but I didn’t specifically notice her. Since Nate and I have been together he’s told me he saw her a few times – maybe four or five. She wasn’t local – she told him she was brought up in care somewhere in Norfolk, and he got the impression she’d had a rough time. But I don’t think he knew any more than that. He said she lived over the local newsagent’s shop in a bedsit, but apart from that I don’t know anything.’

      ‘Did you see her again after that night at Rivington?’

      ‘No. I left for art school in London the following week. I know Nate was thinking of going to see her after that dreadful night, but he was leaving the next morning and he bottled it. He didn’t want her following him. He did get his dad to drive past her bedsit, though, to check her car was outside. She was drinking that night – we tried to stop her, and Jodie even took the bottle from her, if I remember rightly. Nate was worried she’d driven into a ditch or something. But her car was there, and no more bashed up than it had been already.’

      ‘That’s helpful. Do you know Erin’s surname?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I don’t, and it’s probably nothing to do with her. But someone’s doing this, Chief Inspector, and I’m scared.’

      ‘I understand. Whether it was Erin or not, I’m sure Mrs Brennan will give us details of the mother of Nathan’s child.’

      ‘She’s going to be furious with me, but I don’t care. I thought about demanding the letters myself, but I wouldn’t put it past her to burn them. She won’t do that if you ask for them.’

      Tom stood up and reached out to shake Mallory’s hand. ‘Thank you, Miss Hansen. That’s been very helpful. We’ll follow it up, but Nathan is going to have to know about this.’

      Mallory’s body stiffened, and she bit her top lip.

      ‘You did the right thing, I can assure you,’ he said.

      Looking not in the slightest convinced, Mallory headed towards the door.
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      Tom and Becky wasted no time heading to the Brennan house. They had no credible suspects in this case now Mallory Hansen appeared to be in the clear, and these letters might be important. Equally, they could be totally irrelevant. But if someone had a serious grievance against Nathan Brennan and they believed he was refusing to support his child, could that have brought about such mayhem?

      Tom still had doubts about Nathan Brennan, but nothing that amounted to evidence. He would be glad when he was either firmly in or firmly out of the frame.

      They pulled up outside a 1970s detached house, and the door was answered by a tall, thin woman with a long chin.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas, and this is DI Robinson from the Greater Manchester Police. We’d like a word with you, please.’

      ‘If this is about my son, you’ll need to speak to my husband and he’s out at the moment. You might want to come back later.’ She started to push the door to.

      ‘It’s not your husband we want to talk to, Mrs Brennan. It’s you.’

      She tensed but still didn’t open the door to let them in.

      ‘What about? We’re appalled at Nathan’s conduct, but I have nothing more to say on the matter.’

      Tom felt a moment’s sympathy for Nathan Brennan. His mother was practically admitting she believed him to be guilty.

      ‘It’s about some letters that came for your son – letters you didn’t pass on to him.’

      The woman scowled. ‘That has nothing to do with you. What’s Mallory been saying?’

      ‘We can talk about this on the doorstep if you like, but are you aware that it’s an offence to open a postal packet that has been incorrectly delivered to you.’

      Looking startled, she finally opened the door, and Tom and Becky walked into a house filled with the overpowering smell of plug-in air fresheners. Tom coughed. They were clearly going to get no further than the hall, and he moved as far away from the sickly fumes as he could get.

      ‘We’d like to see the letters, please. We think they may be relevant to the case against your son.’

      Mrs Brennan tutted. ‘They can’t be. He knew nothing about them.’

      ‘Yes, but did the woman concerned know Nathan wasn’t the one sending her the money? And what does your husband say to all this, Mrs Brennan?’

      She clasped her hands together tightly. ‘Nigel knows nothing about this.’

      ‘If the money came from an account in his name, that’s hard to believe.’

      ‘No, it isn’t. He has an account that he allows me to access. It’s the account we use for home improvements and holidays. We’ve had a large extension built and some very nice holidays over the years, and Nigel isn’t a mean man. He puts whatever I say I need into the account, provided I can justify it.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell your son about the letters, and the baby?’

      Barbara Brennan tutted. ‘The woman said quite clearly that she didn’t want Nathan to have a role in the child’s life. Her tone was quite threatening, I thought. After the way he had behaved, she threatened to take action against him if he tried to get in touch.’

      ‘Was she suggesting that he raped her?’

      She shook her head vehemently. ‘No, no. She never mentioned rape, and anyway, it was too long ago for that to be a worry.’

      ‘There’s no statute of limitations on rape, Mrs Brennan,’ Becky said.

      The woman looked flustered. ‘Look, I sent her some money. I was generous. I didn’t tell Nathan because it might have ruined his career. He might have felt he had to give up his university place and go to work to support the child. And she stopped asking after a few years.’

      ‘Do you know why she stopped?’

      ‘No. I thought it was the end of it, but it all started again a while ago. I told her there was no more.’

      ‘We need to see the letters, Mrs Brennan. All of them.’

      She looked about to refuse, but eventually – with a glare at them both – headed for the stairs. Tom reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and blew his nose.

      ‘Bloody health hazard, these things,’ he whispered, pointing at one of the plug-ins. ‘What do you think about all this, Becky?’

      ‘I think it’s amazing Nathan Brennan has a decent bone in his body. She’s a nightmare, and his dad sounds worse!’

      Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of a door closing upstairs and footsteps on the landing. Mrs Brennan tramped down, grasping several envelopes. She thrust them at Tom, her mouth set in an angry line.

      ‘Thank you. We’ll take these with us, if we may. If we have more questions, would it be better if we return when Mr Brennan is here?’

      Tom knew the answer, but he had an inappropriate urge to make this woman uncomfortable.

      ‘No, not at all. If you need to see me, please call and we can arrange a suitable time.’

      ‘That’s fine. Just one question. At any time in your communications with this woman did you indicate that the letters were coming from you, rather than from Nathan? Did you sign his name, Mrs Brennan?’

      She swallowed. ‘I didn’t sign them with either his name or my own. But I suspect she thought they were coming from Nathan.’

      ‘So why didn’t she ask for his address in Edinburgh?’

      Her voice drops to little more than a whisper. ‘She did. I said it would be better to write here, because post regularly got lost at the university.’

      As he walked towards the car, Tom thought that it wasn’t often that people shocked him. He found it far easier to deal with outright criminals who knew they were evil than those who thought they had the moral high ground when all they really had was self-interest.

      

      Becky could hardly wait to open the letters, although it was disappointing that they only had the ones to Nathan. She would have loved to see the replies from Mrs Brennan.

      As Tom drove, Becky opened the first envelope and flipped straight to the back page.

      ‘They’re from Erin, Tom. Surname Cox.’

      ‘No real surprise, from everything we’ve heard. Sounds as if Brennan treated her shabbily on that last night and then, when she told him she was pregnant, he sent her money – or so she believes – but apparently made no effort to ask about his child.’

      ‘God, that would have pissed me off. I wonder why she stopped asking for support for years and then started again?’

      Tom shrugged. ‘Perhaps she met someone else who took care of them both. Maybe that went wrong, so she needed money again. Just guessing, really. What do the letters say?’

      Becky took a minute to sort the letters into date order. They had stopped seven years ago before restarting recently, and Barbara Brennan had been right about the content. From the very first letter, Erin talked about her pregnancy, accused Nathan of cruelty to her – although she wasn’t specific – and asked for money.

      ‘They started a couple of months after he left for university,’ Becky said. ‘Erin told him she was three months pregnant and would need his help. But listen to this, Tom. “That night in the woods you treated me so badly. I can never forgive how you and your friends behaved. I’m not looking for you to be a father to this child of ours. In fact, I’d prefer to have nothing to do with you, but I need financial support. Give me that and I won’t ask anything else of you.” What do you make of that?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ Tom said. ‘If these started to come two months after he left for university and she was three months pregnant, she was already pregnant that night in the gardens. Call Keith. Get him to start looking into Erin Cox. Let’s see if we can track her down. Do you have an address?’

      ‘There’s one on the earlier letters, but they’re from years ago. Let me just check… Yes, it’s changed on the more recent ones. I’ll give Keith a ring.’

      Maybe, finally, they were getting somewhere.
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      Tom strode to the front of the incident room.

      ‘Can I have your attention, please! We now have a viable suspect. Her name is Erin Cox, and we know she visited Rivington Gardens with Hansen and Brennan – plus the others in the group – fifteen years ago.’

      The room fell quiet, all eyes on Tom.

      ‘They played this game of theirs – Badger – and they didn’t treat her well, as we’ve heard from Taya Kimura. We don’t know how badly, and on its own this may not sound enough of a motive for everything that’s been happening. But the big news is that she had Nathan Brennan’s baby and has been asking for money. Two key points: Brennan knows nothing about this, as far as we are aware; his mother has been paying Erin Cox. More crucially, Cox stopped making her demands seven years ago, but has recently started again. Mrs Brennan – in the name of her son – refused to pay up. We have to consider if Cox has seen him leading the good life while she struggles. Would that be enough to drive her to these lengths, to try to bring him down, and while she’s at it, damage all those who took part in her humiliation that night?’ Tom looked at the sea of faces. ‘We don’t know her state of mind, but we all know that people sometimes do terrible things with apparently little provocation. We need everything we can get on Erin Cox, and quickly.’

      Tom walked over to Becky and Keith while the team set to work. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘I can see she might have an axe to grind with Nathan Brennan if she thinks he’s been ignoring her and his own child. But why the others?’ Becky said. ‘Why would she kill Gabi if Brennan was her target? Why frame Mallory? That’s a bit extreme.’

      ‘Maybe it all went further than she planned, and she was about to be exposed.’ Tom looked at Keith. ‘Thoughts?’

      ‘Nothing useful, except to say that I have ceased being surprised by the depths people will sink to. While it’s beyond my comprehension that anyone would behave in such a devious way to bring harm to another person simply because they feel they have been mistreated, I know – from bitter experience in this job – that it’s not actually that surprising at all.’

      Tom looked at Becky’s wide-open eyes, but before he could comment, Keith spun on his heel, shaking his head in apparent disgust at the world, and returned to his computer.

      Becky’s shoulders were shaking and Tom knew she was trying not to laugh at Keith’s indignation. It lightened his spirits for a moment. But not for long.

      A report had just come through from Jumbo. It didn’t tell him much he didn’t already know, apart from details of the fibres found on both Gabi’s and Hana’s clothes. They didn’t match Brennan’s car, or Hansen’s, but they did confirm that both victims had been held in the same location. They appeared to be carpet fibres – a rust-brown colour that was unlikely to match anything in the Brennan house, from what Tom had seen of their taste.

      Cass swivelled round on her chair. ‘Sir, ma’am, we’ve had a report back on Gabi’s flatmate, Avril Lawson. We took a recording of Brennan’s voice from the company website to see if she could identify it, but in the end it wasn’t necessary. According to Miss Lawson, she had a visit from a man on Saturday night. She’s sure he was the same man she’d heard shouting at Gabi. He wanted to know where Gabi was – said she owed him money. Lawson told him Gabi was missing and he told her to pass on a warning. We showed Lawson the photo we pulled from social media, and she confirmed her visitor was the man we know as Jace. He’s now been identified as Jason Shaw – been on the radar for drug dealing for a while, but never caught.’

      ‘And Lawson didn’t think to let us know?’

      ‘Apparently not.’

      Tom grunted. ‘Thanks, Cass.’

      ‘Do you think this Jace killed her?’ Becky asked.

      ‘No, I don’t. It’s feasible that she went into hiding to avoid him, but by then she had the money Akin Musa handed over at the gym, so she could have paid him off. He’d only be interested in money, I imagine, but I still want to find him.’

      Tom leaned back in his chair and stared into thin air. They really needed a breakthrough. He closed his eyes for a moment, but sensed someone hovering.

      ‘Yes, Keith. What can I do for you?’ he said without opening his eyes.

      ‘Charley has spoken to Ms Kimura. When we asked if she recognised Gabriella Stafford, she told us she saw a young woman she believes to be Gabriella running from Brennan’s office in tears. What she didn’t tell us is that she’d noticed the woman in Brennan’s office earlier, although she could only see her back through the glass. It was clear she was distressed, and Mr Brennan offered her a tissue. He came round the desk to lean against it on the same side as her, but not too close. Ms Kimura is certain he didn’t touch her and admits she was watching closely because when they were younger, he had something of a reputation. She couldn’t hear what was said because the office door was closed, but she was very clear that Brennan seemed nothing but sympathetic and kept an appropriate distance.’

      Tom took a deep breath and glanced from Becky to Keith. ‘Do you both agree with me that we don’t have enough evidence to keep Nathan Brennan in custody any longer? We know he wasn’t the man at Gabi’s flat. His car is clean of any evidence relating to either abduction. We can’t place him at the Blue Brick bar – especially as we know Hansen wasn’t there, and we’ve already been granted one extension. I think we have to release him.’

      Both his detective inspectors nodded. A few hours ago, he had been loath to let their only real suspect go, but maybe now they finally had a much more credible option.

      

      Tom had just come off the phone with Rob, instructing him to send Nathan Brennan home, when Keith appeared by his side.

      ‘I have news on Erin Cox. I’ve cross-referenced her age and her last known address in Swindon, so I’m positive it is the Erin Cox. It seems she was found guilty of fraud seven years ago. She served three years at HMP Bronzefield, and another three on licence. The period of the licence ended eight months ago.’

      Tom leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. ‘That’s interesting. It ties in with the begging letters to Brennan, and why they stopped. If ever there was a place to harbour a grudge, to make a plan to get your own back, it would be prison. Maybe being locked up added fuel to the fire, or people she met inside encouraged her to go after Nathan.’

      ‘Hmm…’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘As you know, sir, her record only details her crimes, but there’s plenty of other intelligence about her in the files, including information about her family – or lack thereof.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘There’s no mention of a son.’
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      Tom had finally told the team to go home. They had made progress, but not as much as he would have liked. Becky had estimated when Erin Cox’s child would have been born, but still couldn’t find any evidence of his birth, and given Cox’s conviction for fraud, Tom strongly suspected the child was an invention to extort money from either Nathan or, as it transpired, his mother.

      Having read the details of Cox’s conviction, it was clear she was an intelligent, devious woman who persuaded investors to give her control of their money, promising to deliver astonishing gains. Although she reported excellent returns, she had falsified reports and skimmed off large sums. It was a sophisticated Ponzi scheme, with Cox using money from her most recent investors to settle the accounts of those expecting a pay-out – a strategy that required audacity and a fair amount of knowledge.

      A request had been made to the police in Swindon to pay her a visit, and Tom was hoping she would provide some answers. Frankly they were out of other leads, so this one had to pay off. Yesterday evening they had suspects in custody. Now both of them had been released and a totally different person was in the frame.

      With a sigh, Tom reached out to shut down his computer. Picking up his keys, he made his way into the hall. There was one call he needed to make before he left – one he couldn’t make from his car or from his home, so he found a vacant office, pulled out his mobile and selected a stored number.

      ‘Paul Green.’ Tom would recognise the sharp voice of the head of Titan anywhere, and remembered well the night they had spent together watching images of a graveyard from a dark control room.

      ‘Tom Douglas, Paul. I have something to ask you, and I’ll understand fully if you’re unable to help.’

      ‘Hmm. Not sure I like the sound of this, but go on, Tom.’

      ‘I have a list of names. I suspect one of them may in some way – however obscure – be linked to organised crime, but I have no idea which. As this isn’t an active case, I can’t investigate using police resources, but it would be useful to know if any of the names ring a bell with you.’

      ‘This wouldn’t by any chance be linked to Blake, would it?’

      Blake was the code name that Jack had used when working undercover for Titan.

      ‘It is, yes. Someone on this list has been talking, and Blake has had to relocate very quickly. He suspects word of his whereabouts – or simply the fact that he still exists – has got to Julie McGuinness. I realise none of this is any concern of yours, but I thought it might provide a useful line of enquiry into some key OCG characters for you.’

      There was a brief chuckle. ‘Nice try, Tom. I can’t check them out in any detail if they’re not linked to an active case, but if you send me the list I’ll see if there are any flags against them. Then you and I can decide how we deal with it – because if there is a link, I won’t allow you to go storming in and screw up an investigation.’

      ‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ Tom lied.

      He ended the call and headed for his car. All he wanted to do was get home as quickly as possible, not only to spend time with his family but also to check if any folders on the desktop of his home laptop had moved, a sure sign that Jack had hacked into his computer and left him a message. He needed to know that his brother and family were safe.
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      I had felt unaccountably nervous as I waited for Nate, but the relief at seeing him walking towards me, finally freed from his cell, was overpowering. I leaped out of the car and pulled him into a tight hug.

      ‘Are you okay? I missed you so much,’ I sobbed into his ear.

      ‘You too,’ he whispered, then gently pulled away. ‘Let’s get out of here. I need a shower. I probably stink.’

      I understand that feeling, but since we got into the car, he hasn’t spoken other than to say he wants to pull himself together before he can talk. I don’t know what’s going on in his head, but he’s withdrawn from me and it’s making me uneasy.

      As soon as we’re in the house, I head to the kitchen. I need a glass of wine, and I’m sure Nate does too, but to my surprise he heads to the kettle, shaking his head when I lift the bottle in his direction to mutely ask if he wants a glass.

      I’m going to have to bite the bullet and ask him what’s wrong. I can’t bear this strained silence.

      ‘Have I done something to upset you?’ I ask tentatively.

      ‘I don’t know. Have you?’ He sounds sad, rather than angry. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      I freeze. ‘Why didn’t I tell you what?’

      ‘About the letters, the baby.’

      I flop into a chair at the kitchen table and rest my head in my hands. ‘I don’t know. It felt like too much, maybe more than you could cope with. I thought it could wait, but I suppose the police told you.’

      ‘Tell me what happened.’ His voice is calm, but I can tell he’s working hard to control his emotions.

      I explain to him what his mother told me, how she thought we should both know because it was sure to come to light when news of Nate’s suspension from work came out.

      ‘And you thought it necessary to share this with the police?’

      I look up. He’s leaning against the island, arms folded. I need to make him understand. ‘Nate, someone is messing with us, trying very hard to hurt us both. I was arrested for murder, so this isn’t just about you. Someone wants to destroy our lives, and there’s no saying what they’ll do next. I want to know who it is.’

      He drops his head to his chest. ‘I’m sorry. All I’ve been thinking about is the child I’ve apparently been ignoring, but that’s not fair of me. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.’

      He pulls out a chair and sits, reaching for my hands.

      ‘I didn’t kill Gabi, Nate. You must know that. But it was set up to look as if I did. I was trying to think of anyone who has an axe to grind with either of us, someone who would want you to lose your job, your reputation, your income. I just told the police what your mum had done.’

      ‘Well, it turns out the mother of my baby is Erin – last name Cox, apparently. That’s what the police said.’

      I shake my head, not entirely surprised by this news. ‘Your mum didn’t tell me her name. Did you know she was pregnant?’

      Nate shakes his head. ‘No. And now I feel like a complete shit. Do you remember that night, the night we couldn’t find her? She said she had something to tell me. I thought it was going to be more nonsense about her coming to Edinburgh. I never said it was a possibility, but if I’d known she was pregnant I would have worked something out, found out what she wanted, supported whatever decision she made.’

      My head is pounding with all the questions I need to ask, all the answers we need to know. I top up my wine and pour a glass for Nate.

      ‘Was she the reason you changed your mobile number when you went to Scotland?’

      ‘One of them.’

      Nate drops his gaze, embarrassed at the thoughtlessness of his eighteen-year-old self, and I wonder if he’s thinking about the son he’s never met.

      ‘I’m sorry if everything that’s happened is down to me,’ he says, his voice soft. ‘I know I’ve been a moody twat, but I’m so tense I think I’m going to explode.’

      ‘I know. I finally understand how it feels to be suspected of something you haven’t done.’

      He takes a gulp of his drink. ‘Did you see her body?’

      ‘See it! I touched it! I thought she might be alive, that I could maybe save her, so when they found me I was covered in her blood.’

      ‘Christ! Poor Gabi. She may have told a bunch of lies about me, but she didn’t deserve that.’

      We’re quiet for a moment as we contemplate the loss of such a young life.

      ‘I’m sure the police will investigate Erin, but is it really feasible that she’s involved?’ I ask. ‘I know your mum stopped paying her, but that’s not a motive for murder!’

      Nate rubs his cheeks with the palms of his hands. ‘It might be a motive to try to disgrace me, ruin my career. Maybe she knew Gabi, or had some hold over her. Perhaps it all got out of hand.’

      We don’t have answers. Just more questions, but there’s one thing I believe Nate must do.

      ‘You need to speak to your mother, you know.’

      He gives me a look of dismay, leaps up and starts to pace the room at the clearly terrifying thought of speaking to the one person he should feel able to rely on. ‘Shit, I suppose you’re right. You know she’ll be furious with you, don’t you? She’ll have to tell Dad, and he, of course, will blame each of us in turn, but me most of all. I can hear his voice now, telling me I’ve done nothing but let him down my whole life.’

      I close my eyes so Nate can’t see my tears. His parents’ treatment of their son appals me, and I vow that after this is over we’re going to cut them from our lives like a necrotic limb.

      I stand up, grab his hand and gently guide him into the living room, pulling him down onto the sofa until we’re lying full length so I can hold him. Wrapping one leg around his hips, I draw him closer, cradling his head. He might be used to his parents’ rejection, but his fear of their condemnation is heartbreaking.

      Gradually, I feel the tension in his body ease. He draws away slightly so he can speak.

      ‘There’s something so wrong in all this, Mall. I don’t know what it is, but it’s affecting Taya too, and Akin. Maybe tomorrow we should get together – the four of us – and see if we can work out what it is.’

      I hadn’t been sure whether to tell him about Jodie’s rape, but I’m determined there will be no more lies. ‘I’m sorry to tell you, darling, but it’s worse than that. Since you were arrested, something else has happened.’

      He listens as I break the news.

      ‘Oh God, poor Jodie. I was ready to strangle her for telling Connor what she heard, but I wouldn’t wish this on her. Have they caught the culprit?’

      For a moment, I don’t speak. There’s something in what Nate has just said that doesn’t seem quite right, but I can’t pin it down, so I shake my head.

      ‘They think it was Connor, so she’s dropped the charges. She doesn’t want him to go to prison.’

      Nate’s face is a picture of disbelief. ‘Why did she think it was Connor?’

      ‘She didn’t. She thought it was stranger rape, but there was evidence.’

      He shakes his head. ‘Don’t believe it. Connor is many things, but he’s not a rapist, and he certainly wouldn’t rape Jodie.’

      ‘No one would have me down as a murderer, or believe you would abduct a woman and a child, or that Akin would bribe someone. But the police did, and they believe – charged or otherwise – that Connor is a rapist. Someone is coming for us, Nate. And I don’t think this is over. They’ve killed once. Who’s to say one of us won’t be next?’

      Nate says nothing. He just buries his head against my neck.
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      Tom was feeling a little lighter in spirit on his way to work, having discovered a message from Jack hidden in an obscure file on his laptop. Although there were no details of their whereabouts, it was enough to know his brother and family were safe. Tom could breathe again. All he could do was pray that Jack was being over-cautious.

      As he walked through the door to the incident room, Tom was pleased to see that since Nathan Brennan had now been released, Rob Cumba had joined them.

      ‘Has DI Sims told you about the sneakers, boss?’ he asked.

      Tom turned to give Keith a questioning glance.

      ‘Not yet, no,’ Keith said, striding towards them. ‘While DS Cumba was interviewing Mallory Hansen she commented on the choice of footwear of the person in the Blue Brick bar, so we took a closer look. We can’t see the full shoe, but it seems the person in Hansen’s coat is wearing trainers similar to those worn by the woman who abducted Hana Fischer. White soles with a distinctive grey weave.’

      Tom couldn’t quite share their enthusiasm. As soon as it became clear the person in the photos wasn’t Mallory Hansen, he’d always thought she had to be the woman who had taken Hana Fischer.

      ‘Well done,’ he said despite his lack of excitement.

      ‘I have some better news,’ Keith said. ‘We’ve found the stolen car.’

      ‘Brilliant! Where?’

      ‘In one of the off-site long-stay car parks at Manchester Airport. It’s been parked there since midday on Saturday, which suggests Hana was switched to another car that isn’t on our radar.’

      ‘How long before we can get any evidence from the vehicle?’

      ‘Not long – Dr Osoba is on the case.’

      ‘Excellent. Ask for the registration numbers of any vehicles leaving the car park within, say, forty minutes of the stolen car’s arrival. Maybe the abductor had a second car waiting.’

      ‘Already done, sir.’

      Becky walked across to join them. ‘Quick update on Erin Cox, boss. Local officers have been to her address in Swindon – a bedsit in a run-down area. No one there. They’ve checked her previous address too – quite a swanky place, by all accounts. But it seems she made a lot of money for herself before she started defrauding others.’

      ‘And then had to repay her illegal gains, which would explain why she started to ask Brennan for money again.’

      ‘You should also know that although the neighbours haven’t seen her for a few weeks, according to them there’s no teenage boy living there, and never has been.’

      ‘Might he have been taken into care when she went into prison?’

      Becky nodded. ‘It’s a possibility, but—’

      She was interrupted by Tom’s phone ringing.

      ‘Tom Douglas.’

      ‘DCI Douglas, it’s Ryan Metcalfe again. Sorry to bother you, sir, but I have some news on the skeletal remains we found yesterday. I thought you might like to know that we can confirm this body has nothing to do with your case. It’s been in the water a long time.’

      ‘How can you be sure?’ Tom asked.

      As he listened to DI Metcalfe’s explanation, Tom felt an icy trickle down his spine.

      

      Asking the Lancashire detective to keep him updated, Tom hung up and turned back to his team.

      ‘DI Metcalfe has just told me they believe the skeletal remains found in the pond have been there a long time. They belong to a woman and were under stone and rubble in a shallow area of water. They reckon one of the many small old buildings in the area collapsed shortly after she fell – or was pushed – into the water.’

      ‘Do they know how she died?’ Rob asked.

      ‘Fractured skull, although with neither skin nor internal organs to test, that might have been an injury rather than the cause of death.’

      ‘Have they matched her to a missing person?’

      ‘No. There’s no one in the system of a similar age who disappeared around the most likely month of her death.’

      ‘So how do they know when she died?’ Becky asked.

      ‘The forensic anthropologist says water’s a harsh environment and things can decompose quickly, so in theory it could have been a recent death. But in this case that’s not what happened. She estimated the age of the woman – more a girl really – to be between seventeen and twenty-three. She’s unable to tell from the bones how long they’ve been in the water, but other factors have provided them with a theory.’

      All three detectives were listening with rapt attention, and Tom wondered if they would draw the same conclusions as he had.

      ‘Apparently, the year when she died there was an unusually hot summer and a prolonged drought. When the weather finally broke, it was with a vengeance, and there was more rain in one day than in a normal month. It was relentless – went on for days on end. One of the Rivington volunteers has been a visitor to the site for the whole of his life and remembers it well. When the building collapsed, the stone bricks were washed, or slid, down the ravine into a corner of the pond. Part of the renovation work they started this week involved removing the rubble to restore that area. That’s where they discovered the skeleton.’

      Becky was watching Tom. ‘I guess from your expression you know when that was, boss.’

      ‘I do. They’ve checked and rechecked the dates. The body has been in the water for fifteen years. The drought ended in September of that year.’
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      Connor starts talking even before his front door is fully open. ‘I’m not sure why you thought it was a good idea to meet here. I’m a rapist, in case you didn’t know.’ He turns on his heel and stomps off down the hall.

      With a grimace at Nate, who gives a helpless shrug, I follow him.

      ‘Connor, we don’t believe that,’ I call as we head towards the kitchen.

      It’s the truth, and Nate and I both know how it feels to be presumed guilty.

      ‘Why do they think it was you?’ Nate asks.

      ‘Because of my fucking cap. The trouble is, it was my cap. I didn’t deny it. I don’t know how it got there, but I want them to keep investigating. If the case is dropped, I’ve got no chance of proving it wasn’t me. Everyone will believe it and think I got away with it.’

      I look at Nate. It’s exactly how he felt, certain that even if the allegations were withdrawn, there would always be a shadow over him.

      ‘Look, Connor,’ Nate says, using his negotiating voice. ‘I’m seriously pissed with you for publishing that article, as I’m sure you realise. But there’s something else going on here, something far more sinister. I haven’t got the foggiest idea what it’s about, but we’ve all been attacked, one way or another, and we need to work out why.’

      Connor grunts and yanks open the fridge, pulling out a bottle of beer. ‘Want one?’ he asks.

      Nate holds out his hand.

      ‘I’ll have water, if that’s okay,’ I say.

      Connor points to a cupboard and then to the tap. It seems I have to help myself.

      ‘Is Jodie coming?’ I ask.

      ‘No! How can I have her in the house?’

      ‘It’s not Jodie’s fault she was raped,’ I say quietly. Connor knows this. He’s just sounding off.

      ‘I’m sorry it happened – despite what it means for me. Leanne’s worked with kids who’ve been sexually assaulted, and she’s talked to me about how Jodie’s likely to be feeling now. She may not have been seriously hurt physically, but the long-term effects are something else.’

      ‘How’s Leanne doing? It must have been hard for her too.’

      Connor’s face softens. ‘She’s been great. When I told her what I was accused of she just tutted and said, “Well that’s a load of bloody rubbish.”’

      Nate takes a swig of his beer. ‘Akin’s on his way,’ he says, to change the subject. ‘He’s taken some leave because he’s terrified the police will turn up at work to interview him. He thinks they believe he bribed Gabi – either to frame me, or to get her to withdraw her charges, and he’s desperate to prove his innocence. Taya’s not coming. She says she doesn’t want to leave Hana.’

      I don’t blame her. And she won’t want to bring Hana here, particularly if it’s going to get heated.

      There’s a knock at the front door. Connor puts his bottle on the table and strides down the hall muttering something about ‘another bloody surprise, no doubt’. But we hear a grunted greeting, and when he returns to the kitchen, Akin is behind him.

      ‘I phoned Jodie and told her she should come, but she’s scared,’ Akin says, looking at Connor. ‘That’s not right, you know. She’s a victim here.’

      ‘Scared of me? Does that mean she believes I did it? That I would rape her?’ He sinks into a chair, muttering, ‘Christ.’

      ‘Can we calm things down here?’ I say. ‘We’ve all been blamed for something, except Taya and Jodie, who have both suffered in the most brutal ways. The point of getting together is to try to understand why it’s happening.’

      ‘Well, let’s all hope for some divine intervention, shall we?’ Connor’s scowl lands on each of us in turn.

      ‘Glaring at each other isn’t really going to help,’ Akin says, pulling out a chair and sitting down. ‘As it’s difficult for you and Jodie to be in the same room, I asked her to join the conversation by FaceTime.’

      Akin doesn’t wait for any of us to agree, but stands his phone against a bottle of HP Sauce on the table and taps the screen. Jodie’s face appears, sitting well back from the camera. It’s hard to read her expression, but she’s not smiling.

      ‘Jodie, we’re all here except Taya, and I’ve asked her for any information she’s able to share.’

      ‘Are you okay, Jodie?’ I ask. I’d tried to phone her when I heard what had happened, but she didn’t answer.

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

      I understand that. It must be particularly difficult with Connor in the room, even though I’m convinced he had nothing to do with her rape.

      Akin looks from one to the other of us. ‘Okay, everyone, chip in as and when you want to. Let’s start with what we each know, and I’ll write it down.’ Akin pulls his laptop from the bag he brought with him. ‘I’ll begin, okay?’

      I’m expecting some derision from Connor, but for once he’s silent.

      ‘It started when Nate was accused of sexual harassment. His accuser went missing and was subsequently found dead. Mallory, unfortunately, found the body.’ Akin glances at me, but I don’t respond. I can’t bring myself to think about that night again. ‘Taya’s baby was abducted but found alive and well. She says the police questioned her about a scarf that was found close to Hana. Taya was also shown a photo of Gabi Stafford – Nate’s accuser – and admitted she recognised her as a woman she saw coming out of Nate’s office.’

      Nate sits up. ‘What did she say?’

      ‘She says she told the police you didn’t touch or get too close to Gabi, other than to pass her a tissue.’

      His head swivels to look at each of us in turn. ‘I told you she was lying!’

      I can see the relief in his posture, as if a weight has literally been lifted off his shoulders.

      Akin carries on: ‘Hana and Gabi were both found at Rivington Gardens, and as I think some of you know, Hana was holding a toy badger. I’m sure that’s significant to all of us.’

      Slouching in a chair, Connor raises his hand. ‘May I speak, chief?’ Akin gives him an exasperated glare. ‘I have news on the badger. A policeman who owes me a favour told me it had been mutilated. The eyes had been gouged out.’

      There’s a horrified silence.

      Akin clears his throat. ‘Right. So this has to be something to do with our game of Badger. I think that’s clear. Who else, other than the six of us, knew about it?’

      I look at Nate. Is he going to say anything? He looks away.

      ‘There’s Erin,’ I say.

      ‘Who?’ Jodie asks, leaning closer to the screen. ‘Who the hell is Erin?’

      ‘The girl who followed us that last night,’ Akin says helpfully.

      I can see Nate wasn’t planning to admit there’s more to their past than any of us knew, and I tut. He glares at me.

      ‘God – I’d forgotten her,’ Jodie says, her face suddenly close to the screen. ‘We can rule her out. Why would she be interested in stealing Taya’s baby? It’s fifteen years since we saw her!’

      ‘Who else knew about our game?’ Akin asks. ‘Did any of you talk to friends about it?’

      Jodie shrugs and leans back again. ‘I may well have done when we were younger. It wasn’t a secret, and you guys weren’t my only friends.’

      We were, though, and she knows it.

      ‘I hate to mention the duplicitous duo, but I guess my dad and Jodie’s mum knew,’ Connor says.

      ‘I told my sister,’ I add, although she’d thought it very childish and laughed at me.

      No one seems able to think of anything to add.

      Why isn’t Nate telling them about the baby?

      ‘Has anyone seen her?’ I ask.

      Nate finally speaks, and I’m sure he’s finally going to tell them. ‘If Erin had an axe to grind with anyone, it would be with me. I’m the one who let her down. She has no reason to hate the rest of you. I agree with Jodie. We should rule her out.’

      ‘To be fair, we were all pretty horrible to her,’ Connor says. ‘I was, for sure.’

      ‘You’re barking up the wrong tree,’ Jodie says. ‘Nothing we did was bad enough to stir up this amount of shit. At least, not after all this time. We could do without sending the police scurrying down any blind alleys.’

      Is it a blind alley? I still remember the scream that night – the one Akin swore was a fox. Was it? Did someone hurt her? Is that why she ran back to her car and drove away without another word?

      There’s more to the Erin story than the others know, but while I understand why she might hate Nate and perhaps me by association, nothing that Taya or Akin did justifies the way they have been treated. At least, as far as I know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            76

          

        

      

    

    
      Tom was right about his team. After hearing the findings of the investigation into the skeleton, they believed – as he did – that something had happened at Rivington on the night the friends played Badger. The night they argued. Had there been someone else there other than Erin? Someone no one had mentioned? Did someone die that night? Had some or all of them made a pact to keep quiet about it? Was this the reason they quarrelled and then lost touch with each other? Did Erin Cox know what had happened? Was she taking revenge on them all for something they had done, or maybe something she had done with their encouragement?

      It had to be related to that night. Nothing else made sense.

      ‘I need you to do a detailed analysis of the times, Rob. Check the date the six friends were at the site together, but don’t ask them directly. I don’t want them to know we might be on to something they may, or may not, have done. We have markers, including the date Nathan Brennan left for Edinburgh. Compare it with the weather data to be sure we’ve got the right date.’

      ‘The person most likely to remember is Akin Musa, boss. I’ll frame a question about trying to understand the significance of the location. If I say, “When was that, sir?” I bet he’ll tell me the exact date.’

      ‘Good idea, Rob. I’ll leave it with you.’

      A ting from his computer told Tom he had an email. It was from DI Metcalfe and entitled ‘Identification of Remains’.

      
        
        DCI Douglas, we have further information on the identity of the skeletal remains from the pathologist and forensic anthropologist. The bones had suffered several breaks in the past, probably several years prior to her death: ribs that hadn’t healed in perfect alignment; two metal plates joining other broken limbs. We’re using the serial numbers on the plates to identify the batch. That should lead us to the hospitals they were supplied to. I’m hoping we can get back to you shortly with a name.

      

      

      Tom closed the email and thought about the injuries. Whoever this woman was, it seemed she’d had a tough life. Considering the badly healed ribs, which had evidently been left untreated, it sounded to Tom as if this young woman had been abused, either as a child or as a young adult.

      He was digesting this information when Rob bounded back across the room.

      ‘Boss! It all matches – just as you said. Musa knew the date they were in the woods, as I guessed he would. It was September eleventh. Ties in with the start of university in Edinburgh and is a perfect match for the weather reports. Several weeks of drought ended that very night, and it chucked it down for days afterwards.’

      Tom groaned. His hunch had been right, and somehow everything had just become a lot more complicated. The body must have gone into the pond that night.

      What the hell had happened? Who died that night? Did they all know about it?

      To make matters worse, he was going to have to speak to Philippa. There was no doubt in his mind that this skeleton was inextricably linked to the six, as he had begun to think of the old friends. And that meant this was his case.

      

      ‘For goodness’ sake, Tom, we need answers, not more problems. Let Lancashire deal with it!’

      Tom was relieved to find that the shiny, happy version of Philippa had worn off. He knew how to deal with this version.

      ‘I’m certain it happened the night the six friends were in the wood, Philippa. I can’t ignore that.’

      ‘Of course you can. Just because that was the night the rain started and the building fell down doesn’t mean it’s the night the skeleton ended up in the pond. It could have been there for days, weeks, months – and then the stones fell on top.’

      ‘I’ve thought about that, but you and I both know that if a body had gone into the water at any other time it would have floated to the surface and remained there in clear sight for days before it sank again. The gardens are a popular place during the daytime, full of visitors. The only reason it didn’t rise to the top was because the bloody stones fell on it!’

      ‘Do I detect a note of irritation in your voice, DCI Douglas?’

      ‘Yes! I don’t want another case, but we’ve been scrabbling round for a motive for everything that’s happened, one way or another, to all six of these people, and the skeleton might explain it. We’ve been trying to pin it on Erin Cox, not least because she’s an ex-con. We’re increasingly of the opinion that the child she claims to have given birth to doesn’t exist; the baby was nothing more than a way of duping Brennan – or his mum, as it turns out – into giving her money. However, if they were all involved in something much darker, once we know who’s dead we might be able to tie it all together.’

      Philippa was silent for a moment. ‘Okay, Tom. This is what I’ve decided. See if they can identify the victim and, thanks to the metal plates, it seems likely they will. I’ll make a decision on whether to query where the case should rest when we have that information. We can decide then if it’s relevant.’

      Tom didn’t like it, but he understood her logic.

      ‘Okay. I’ll keep you informed.’

      ‘You do that, Tom, and whatever’s bugging you – and I know there’s something – I suggest you deal with it so you’re fully focused on the job in hand.’

      She’s back, thought Tom as he hung up.

      The skeleton might not be their case, but he still needed to call Ryan Metcalfe to alert him to the possibility that there was a connection.

      ‘Tom Douglas here,’ he said when the DI answered. ‘It seems there could be a link between your skeleton and our cases. It’s not confirmed, but we know some of the suspects and victims in the recent abduction and subsequent murder were at Rivington the night your body ended up in the pond. We won’t be able to confirm it for certain until we know who the victim is.’

      ‘Bloody hell! That’s a bit of a shocker! I’ll come over to see you when we have news on the identity of the body. We can decide how to move forward then.’

      ‘Agreed, but Ryan, I need you to keep this close to your chest. Can you make sure everyone – including the volunteers who found the bones, your team, the anthropologist – knows they mustn’t say a word about the skeleton? A total press embargo. No leaks.’

      ‘Er, okay. We might be a bit late with the volunteers, but I’ll do my best. Do you want to tell me why?’

      ‘Because someone, either one of the six friends you already know about or a girl we believe was with them that night, is conceivably involved in your skeleton’s death. And I don’t want him or her to get wind of the fact that we’ve found a body.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            77

          

        

      

    

    
      Nate and I have driven home from Connor’s in silence. I feel a crushing need for an explanation, and I can feel my cheeks growing hot as my frustration with him rises. But he’s driving, and it’s not a good time for an argument, so it’s only as we walk into the house that I say what I’ve been thinking.

      ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell them about Erin’s baby?’ I ask, angry that he held back on what might be vital information. ‘She has the best motive for trying to hurt you since she thinks you refused any more financial support, and I can’t imagine she has particularly warm feelings about the rest of us.’

      Nate can’t look at me and stares out of the window. ‘Do you think I want everyone to know that I fathered a child I’ve never seen? I’m appalled and embarrassed. That’s why I didn’t say anything. It’s not who I am, but can’t you see how it looks? I’m accused of sexual harassment, and now it turns out that I’ve ignored my own child – who I’ve ostensibly known about since before he was born – for all these years.’

      I can’t comprehend how he must be feeling about this. I suspect he’s ashamed of how Erin has been treated by his family and sad that he hasn’t had the opportunity to know his child. There are so many layers of hurt in all this, but we can’t ignore the fact that she may have a motive.

      He turns to face me. ‘I’d really like to find Erin and my son before I talk about them to anyone else. Maybe there’s something I can do to make it up to them, but naming her as the possible architect of all this evil won’t help redeem the situation. It’s hard for me to imagine the Erin I knew – albeit briefly – being behind this. It’s a sophisticated plan, and she was a simple soul.’

      ‘That’s a bit insulting, isn’t it?’

      ‘I don’t mean simple in a derogatory sense. I mean she saw things simply – black and white. She believed that because we’d had sex a few times, we were a couple. She didn’t see any shades of grey.’

      ‘Isn’t that precisely why this might be her?’

      ‘I owe it to her to find her and talk to her before we start accusing her. The way we treated her that night – me in particular – was cruel.’

      I get it that Nate doesn’t want to think she is behind this. He wouldn’t want to believe the mother of his child could be so evil, but he has to be wrong. It must be her, although something is starting to nag at my mind. Would Erin know enough about us – our strengths, weaknesses and insecurities – to attack us where it hurt the most? Are we missing something? Is there someone we’ve forgotten?

      ‘I’ve had an idea,’ I say. ‘Whoever’s playing these malicious tricks knows about Badger and our hangout at the lost garden. We all remember the last night and Erin because it was the last night. But maybe there were other nights too – ones we’ve forgotten. Or perhaps there were kids who wanted to join us but we shut them out. Maybe we said or did something that altered someone’s life. I don’t know! We went there from when we were about seven, then throughout our teens with Connor’s dad and Jodie’s mum, and in the end by ourselves. That’s a lot of years. Maybe there’s something or someone we’ve forgotten. Why don’t we all go back there? It was always our safe place, a space where no one could get to us, where we could be ourselves without fear of being picked on. If we all put our minds to it, I bet we could come up with a name – someone who might hate us enough to do all this.’

      Nate looks at me. I know he’s struggling to accept Erin’s guilt.

      ‘Do you honestly think it will help?’

      The truth is, I don’t know, but I feel there’s something we need to remember – something we saw, something someone said or did. Nate’s words earlier rang a warning bell in my head, but I can’t remember why. Too much has happened – is still happening.

      ‘We could take some wine, make it feel like that last night, but without the arguments,’ I suggest, trying to put a positive spin on it.

      I can see he’s not convinced, but right now I would try anything.

      ‘Okay, I’m in,’ Nate says finally. ‘Let’s get in touch with the others – see if they’re up for it.’

      It feels like a plan, as if we’re taking control, and while the idea might seem crazy, it’s better than doing nothing.

      

      It’s only taken half an hour. They’ve all agreed, if somewhat reluctantly in a couple of cases. Taya wasn’t keen and can’t make it until about 6.30. She needs to wait for Raff to get home because she refuses to leave Hana with anyone else, but in the end she said she’ll be there.

      Nate called Akin, who said he has some battery-powered lanterns for when it gets dark.

      ‘Of course you do, Akin,’ I heard Nate say. He looked at me and raised his eyebrows. I wonder why we ever lost touch with Akin. He’s such good value!

      Connor predictably said it was a bloody stupid idea, but if it kept everyone happy, he’d make the effort. ‘Just check with Jodie, though. She might not want to be anywhere near me.’

      Nate had been tasked with speaking to her; I thought he would be more persuasive than me, but he put the phone on speaker so I could hear every word.

      She wasn’t thrilled by the idea. ‘I’m going back to the States tomorrow – flying out first thing. I can’t see what there is to gain. Crap idea.’

      I notice that the American accent has disappeared. She is back to pure Bolton.

      ‘Jodie, if you don’t come, I’ll come and get you myself. This may indeed be a crap idea, but we’re the only people who can work it out. They’ve released me and Mallory, but with no other suspects who’s to say they won’t be back to arrest us again? Is that what you want?’

      ‘Of course not. You and I had our issues, Nate, but that was long ago. It’s all water under the bridge, and if it stops you all from obsessing on that girl Evie—’

      ‘Erin, Jodie. Her name was Erin.’

      ‘Whatever.’ There was a sigh. ‘Okay, I’ll be there.’

      All calls completed, arrangements made, we sit back, relieved everyone has agreed but wishing we were going now, not in three hours’ time.

      Nate is looking glum, so I sit next to him and snuggle up. ‘I’m glad we’re doing this. I’m terrified that if the police don’t identify whoever’s responsible, we’re always going to be looking over our shoulders, wondering when they’re going to strike again.’

      I think of my fear when I was arrested and stifle a shudder. Then I picture Gabi facing her killer, Jodie her rapist, and Taya seeing her car driving away with her baby inside. My pain and anguish are nothing in comparison, but I can’t rid myself of the thought that there is more to come.

      Nate lifts his arm, puts it round me and pulls me close.

      ‘I’m sorry for a thousand things, Mall. I’m sorry I was a dick when we were younger; I’m sorry I didn’t know Erin was pregnant and I didn’t give her a chance to tell me; and I’m deeply ashamed of my mother’s behaviour. On top of that, I should have told you what was happening with Gabi from day one, and I shouldn’t have been such a cantankerous bastard.’

      I turn my face up to his. ‘I know how scared you were. I understand so much better now. Nobody wants to be presumed guilty, and it doesn’t help that your father’s always made you feel like a failure. You’ve spent your life trying to live up to his expectations, scared of disappointing him.’ I pause, but there’s something I have to say. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t want to see your mum and dad again for a while. I know they’re your family, and I’d never for a moment suggest you should keep your distance, but I’m going to want to rip your dad’s eyes out every time he turns his icy glare on you.’

      He squeezes me a little tighter, and I know he understands.

      I would love to think this is nearly over, but I have no idea what tonight will bring. For now, it just feels good to be on the same side.
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      Were they making any progress? Tom wasn’t sure as he walked over to Keith’s desk.

      ‘Anything?’ he asked, more in hope than in expectation.

      ‘Yes, sir. We have news on the car. Dr Osoba’s team found prints on the rear-view mirror, which we believe belong to the man who originally stole the car. Everywhere except the mirror was wiped, so our thief must have forgotten he’d adjusted it. The prints are in the system and belong to a Lee Scott. Nothing on the woman who drove the car away from Monmouth Street, unfortunately.’

      ‘It’s a start. Was Scott the old man who wanted the pound coin, or was that someone else entirely? What do we have on him?’

      ‘He’s got a record as the getaway driver in an armed robbery eight years ago – and DS Cumba is on his way to pick him up. I’ve checked any intelligence we have on him, and it appears his sister was charged as part of the same crime but as she was the one holding the gun, she’s serving a longer sentence – in HMP Bronzefield. It appears she was there at the same time as Erin Cox.’

      Connections. Tom loved connections, and the strands were pulling together.

      Locating Erin Cox was proving problematic, though. As she was no longer on licence, she was free to move around, but she hadn’t been seen for at least two weeks. Neither had she withdrawn any money from her bank account or used a credit card, and the mobile registered to her name was switched off. Her previous transactions appeared straightforward – utilities payments, food, small cash withdrawals. Wherever she’d gone, it seemed unlikely she was driving as there were no payments for fuel. Similarly, there was no evidence she’d paid for flights, train fares, car hire or taxis.

      ‘Where are you?’ Tom muttered as he stood staring at her photo on the board.

      He heard a polite cough. ‘Sir, DI Metcalfe is here.’

      Tom turned. ‘Thanks, Keith. Interrupt me if you hear from Rob.’ He walked over to meet the Lancashire detective. ‘Have a seat, Ryan.’

      DI Metcalfe was wearing a puzzled frown and seemed to be trying to peer over Tom’s shoulder, but with a small shake of the head he sat down and rested his forearms on the table.

      ‘How are you doing with the investigation into the skeleton?’ Tom asked.

      ‘That’s why I’m here. As we expected, there’s no evidence at the scene after all these years, so we can’t be sure what happened to her. It’s possible she fell, banged her head and rolled down the ravine into the pond. But the skull is fractured at the back, so unless she was pushed she must have fallen back fairly heavily. Either that or she was hit over the head with a rock or other heavy object. I suspect we’ll never know. Not sure we can keep the skeleton secret, though. It was too late to stop the volunteers from talking.’

      Tom grunted. He knew it couldn’t be helped, but he really didn’t want any of their suspects knowing they had recovered the bones.

      ‘We thought identifying the remains would be an impossible task, given there was no one on the missing persons’ register who matched in terms of age, sex and date of disappearance, but the good news is that the metal plates joining the broken bones gave us the information we needed. They were from two different batches – in other words, the injuries were sustained at different times – so they could compare the list of recipients and find the name in common.’

      ‘Excellent. Finally, we’re getting somewhere. Who was she?’

      ‘A young woman, originally from Norfolk, who we understand was placed in care when she was eleven. Maybe that explains the broken bones. Her name was Erin Cox.’
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      Tom was too stunned to speak. Erin Cox was dead.

      ‘The name seems to mean something to you, sir?’ DI Metcalfe said.

      Tom shook himself. ‘You could say that! We’ve been investigating her as the possible perpetrator of all these crimes. She was with the six friends on the night of September eleventh, fifteen years ago – the night the weather changed. She has reason to dislike them all and hate Nathan Brennan – or so we thought. But here’s the thing. Erin Cox has a criminal record. She spent three years in prison and another three on licence, which ended less than a year ago. She has a flat in Swindon where she was seen just a couple of weeks ago. Nathan Brennan’s mother has been sending her money for years – we’ve checked her bank accounts, which are still active. It doesn’t make any sense. Are you certain the body belongs to Erin Cox?’

      DI Metcalfe gave him an apologetic look, as if it were somehow his fault that Tom’s investigation had been turned on his head. ‘It’s fairly conclusive. It’s unlikely there are two people called Erin Cox who happened to live in this area at the time.’

      Leaning back in his chair, Tom folded his arms and gazed into thin air, trying to get his head round this revelation. Erin was their main suspect. How the hell could she be dead?

      Realising DI Metcalfe was waiting for him to speak, Tom took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. ‘This has thrown me a bit of a curve ball, Ryan. We know Erin Cox was at Rivington on September eleventh, fifteen years ago. She was with some of the suspects and victims in the cases we’re investigating. The weather data suggests it was the night the body ended up in the pond, so it seems likely that’s the night Erin Cox died. Did they kill her? Has this been a secret between them for all these years? And who in God’s name is the Erin Cox who’s been in prison?’

      ‘Someone has to have stolen her identity,’ DI Metcalfe said and then blushed. ‘Sorry, sir. That’s what’s called stating the obvious.’

      ‘Maybe, Ryan, but someone had to say it. I’m afraid I’ll have to speak to Detective Superintendent Stanley again and decide how we move forward because of the overlap in the investigations. In the meantime, I’ll brief Becky and the two of you can liaise. I don’t want to waste any time while our bosses argue the toss. Do you agree?’

      ‘Absolutely. Tell Becky to call me when she’s up to speed and we can share our intelligence to date.’

      Tom stood up and held out his hand. ‘Thanks for coming to tell me in person, Ryan, and sorry to drag you down here.’

      ‘Not a problem – I was at Rivington anyway.’

      DI Metcalfe cast what Tom could only describe as another worried glance over Tom’s shoulder, but said nothing and headed for the door as Tom reluctantly picked up the phone. Whether or not Philippa liked it, she was going to have to act now.

      The call turned out to be more of an uphill struggle than he had imagined.

      ‘You have enough to do, Tom. This will be a distraction. Let Lancashire handle it.’

      ‘I disagree. It’s linked, and someone has been posing as Erin Cox for the last fifteen years. It’s not some random coincidence – another Erin Cox. Brennan’s mother’s been receiving letters from her for years, long after the real Erin Cox was dead. The only break in activity on Cox’s bank account in the last fifteen years was while she was in Bronzefield. Someone took over her name and life without a gap as soon as she was dead. She was never reported missing. We even tracked down the guy who was manager of the pub where Erin worked. He remembered her because she let him down. Out of nowhere he got a text saying she wouldn’t be in again, so whoever killed her must have had her phone. They weren’t locked back then. Erin Cox was killed that night, Philippa, and someone stole her identity.’

      There was the sound of an irritated sigh. ‘Right, I’ll speak to Lancashire. You can liaise with them, but I’ll suggest that the ultimate responsibility lies with you. Find an answer to all of this, Tom. And soon.’

      

      Tom gathered his team, and the room fell silent as he faced them.

      ‘As you may have noticed, DI Metcalfe from the Lancashire force has just paid us a visit.’ He looked at their expectant faces, knowing what he was about to say was going to cause bewilderment. ‘He not only confirmed that the skeleton found at Rivington has been in the water for fifteen years, he also told me it’s been identified as the remains of Erin Cox.’

      There was a shocked silence. Becky swivelled round to look at the police mug shot of Erin Cox when she was arrested seven years ago.

      She pointed to the board. ‘Who the hell is this, then?’

      ‘I don’t know. Despite the letters purporting to be from Cox claiming she’d given birth to Brennan’s child, the real Erin Cox has been dead for fifteen years.’

      ‘Do you think someone’s been posing as her for all that time, sir, or only recently?’ Cass asked.

      ‘For the whole time, including during her prison sentence. It’s a fully formed false identity. I presume Cox’s birth certificate was in her bedsit together with all her bank details, so it wouldn’t have been difficult for someone who knew she was dead to steal them, particularly as no one reported the poor girl missing.’

      Tom paused, thinking of a young woman who nobody in the world cared about enough to notice she hadn’t been seen for days, weeks, months, years.

      Becky frowned. ‘Given the dates, you think one of the six killed Erin, don’t you, boss?’

      ‘It’s highly likely, yes. Maybe all six of them, or any combination. Perhaps they all know and covered up what one of their friends did. But, and this is crucial, if whoever killed Erin Cox gets wind of the fact that we’ve found and identified her body – something they won’t have been expecting – they’re going to clam up, and perhaps even make a run for it.’

      ‘Are you thinking the person masquerading as Cox is behind all the recent activity, sir?’ Keith said. ‘Seeking revenge for the murder of the real Erin, and picking them off one by one to avenge her.’

      ‘Who, though?’ Becky asked. ‘I’ve been looking into Erin Cox’s background, and she was in care from when she was a child. She was put on some sort of transition plan when she reached eighteen, but she walked away from all of that, and social services lost touch with her when she was nineteen. No siblings, cousins – no family at all.’

      ‘No long-lost sister to come back and seek revenge for whatever was done to her, then? That’s unfortunate.’

      ‘It is, Keith, but whoever this is must have known about Erin’s relationship with Brennan and the fact that he was going to university in Edinburgh. We need to know if Cox had a close friend she could have confided in – maybe someone she worked with at the pub – but for now let’s look at the facts as we know them. Cass, can you act as scribe, please?’

      As Cass walked over to the whiteboard, Tom tried to get his head around it all and prayed for inspiration.

      ‘Right, Cass. Put “Real Erin Cox – deceased” at the top, centre. Under her on the right put “Fake Erin Cox”, and then down the left, list the names of the six, starting with Brennan.’

      As she wrote, the team had their eyes glued to the whiteboard, despite knowing the names off by heart.

      ‘Put Gabi’s name in the middle, next to Brennan’s. Thank you.’ He stared at the board. ‘Scenario One. Real Cox died fifteen years ago – we don’t know how. It could have been an accident and might not involve any of the six. Fake Cox – an unknown friend of Real Cox – took over her life and wrote to Brennan to say she’d had his child. She knew he was going to Edinburgh, that he’d had sex with Cox at least once. We need to consider if the letters from Fake Cox were her only involvement in all this – that none of the recent events are related.’

      ‘Really?’ Becky asked.

      ‘Bear with me,’ Tom said. ‘In this scenario, Fake Cox is only involved in extortion in relation to a child that doesn’t exist, nothing else. She’s not embroiled in any of the subsequent crimes. Gabi’s murder, Hana’s abduction, are unconnected to her financial demands.’

      Tom looked at the disbelieving faces around him.

      ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I like those faces, because that’s total bollocks. Coincidence on top of coincidence. A more likely scenario is that recent events are elements of a carefully constructed campaign. Each of the six has been cleverly targeted. Was it Brennan’s mother’s refusal to pay more money that kicked it off? Or was it because of what they did to Real Cox fifteen years ago? Did they kill her, either on purpose or by accident?’

      The room was silent, each detective focused, hoping for a flash of inspiration or to recall a detail that had been overlooked.

      ‘Whatever happened, and whatever the motive, I’m certain Fake Cox is behind it. She not only knows where they used to hang out and play Badger, but she also understands what would hurt each of them most.’

      ‘Do you think Fake Cox paid Gabi to accuse Brennan?’

      ‘I do, Becky. I can’t make sense of anything else. I suspect Gabi took the bribe to repay her debts. The text to Brennan asking him to meet her at the Blue Brick was almost certainly from the killer’s burner phone, and whether or not Brennan went to the bar, we’d have found evidence of the invitation, throwing suspicion on both him and Mallory Hansen. Was the plan always for Gabi to die to frame Hansen, or was she killed because she was about to withdraw her sexual harassment accusation? I don’t know. But I do know the rest of the six were picked off one by one. The big question is, who is Fake Cox? And is she acting alone, or is there another player – a mastermind behind all this, pulling the strings?’

      ‘What about the coat, sir?’ Cass said. ‘Someone gave the woman in the bar Mallory’s coat, and it could only have been Brennan or Hansen.’

      ‘I don’t know. We know the coat is a limited edition, but it won’t be the only one in the country. And whoever is doing this is an expert planner. We tracked down the main retailer – Harrods – but what about second-hand online outlets? Cass, I’ll leave that with you.’

      ‘Are we going to tell Nathan Brennan that he doesn’t have a long-lost son somewhere out there?’ Becky asked.

      ‘Not yet. I need to know more before we make that decision. There are huge holes in all of this. For example, if Real Cox died that night at Rivington, how did her car get back to the street outside her bedsit by the next morning? Someone must have driven it there. Equally, how the hell did Fake Cox know about Badger? Real Cox died the night they played, so even if she’d told a friend about her relationship with Brennan, she had no chance to tell anyone about the game.’

      ‘No, but they all knew, boss – the six,’ Becky said. ‘What if Fake Cox isn’t someone who knew the real Erin? What if she knows one of the others, and at some point in their lives they told her the whole sorry story about what happened to Erin? A confession, if you like.’

      ‘It could be any one of them,’ Keith added.

      ‘Or any combination,’ Tom said.
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      It’s nearly over. The police have no evidence, no understanding of what happened or why. How could they? I hardly know myself. But I remember that night as if it were yesterday.

      She shouldn’t have been there, Erin Cox. No one invited her, and she was ruining the night, clinging on, whispering, trying to force herself on us all. Why? Couldn’t she see she wasn’t wanted?

      I don’t know whether the game of Badger was inspired or stupid, but it got her out of the way for a while, until our consciences got the better of us. Well, some consciences…

      I hadn’t expected to be the one to find her. I hadn’t wanted to find her, so had wandered aimlessly around, wondering what I could say to get rid of her, to make her go home so we could have the rest of the night to ourselves. Who knew when we would all see each other again? And there was one person I never wanted to say goodbye to. Erin was spoiling everything.

      Suddenly, I caught a glimpse of movement. There she was, her light-coloured top just visible in the gloomy woods. She was lying on a bed of leaves in a small hollow, propped up on one elbow, trying to look provocative – although it cut no ice with me. There was little doubt she was hoping to be joined there and have her dreams for the night fulfilled. She must have heard the sound of my footsteps crunching on the dry, dead leaves – the result of weeks of unrelenting heat – because she rolled onto her front, came up to her knees and her eyes caught a brief shaft of moonlight. They were full of expectation.

      She was about to be disappointed.

      I stepped closer and stood, hands on hips, feet wide, and the excitement faded from her eyes.

      ‘Consider yourself caught,’ I said. ‘Everyone’s looking for you. We need to go back to the clearing.’

      She raised herself into a low crouch as I turned away. ‘I’m not going. I know you wish I hadn’t come, but I’m here now, and it’s my last chance to say what I need to.’

      I glanced over my shoulder. ‘Which is?’

      ‘I’m heading to Edinburgh in a week’s time.’

      That stopped me in my tracks, and I spun round. ‘You’re what? What makes you think you’re wanted?’

      She stood up slowly, her hands moving to her stomach, and smiled. ‘I think I’m the one holding all the cards here.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      She walked towards me, her smile cat-like, lips closed, curving upwards without a hint of warmth. ‘Well, the big news is that I’m pregnant. Yes, a little Nathan Brennan baby is growing inside me, and he or she will want to know their daddy, won’t they?’

      I felt a cold rush of anger. There wasn’t a hint of concern in her voice that this news wouldn’t be welcome. Instead there was a self-satisfied, victorious tone, as if this had been what she wanted – maybe what she’d planned.

      I rushed at her. ‘You scheming bitch,’ I shouted, pushing her backwards.

      She laughed and dodged round me off the path and into one of the ruined buildings. ‘I’m going back to the clearing now. Everyone will be there, so I’ll make my announcement then, shall I?’

      I chased after her and grabbed the front of her shirt. I was stronger, and her foot twisted on the rocky ground. I jerked her towards me, then pushed her as hard as I could.

      With a scream, she toppled back, and there was a sickening crunch as her head hit a stone.

      ‘Get up, you stupid bitch,’ I whispered, hoping no one had heard.

      She wasn’t moving. I bent low to look into her eyes – both staring, wide open, with no trace of life in them.
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      As we approach the clearing, I can see Akin and Taya are already there. Akin has brought his battery-powered lanterns, as promised, although it isn’t dark yet. I wish Jodie and Connor would hurry up. Perhaps they’ve decided not to come after all.

      I know this was my idea, but now I’m sceptical. We’re not sure what to say to each other, apart from asking after Hana, who Taya says is recovering from her ordeal but is more clingy than she used to be.

      Taya has been out of the loop and hasn’t been told the details of all that’s been happening, so Nate fills her in. It makes grim listening.

      Finally, I hear voices and spot Connor and Jodie walking several feet apart, sniping at each other. I can’t hear what they are saying and I don’t want to know.

      Connor flops onto the ground. Akin has brought groundsheets as the grass is damp, much to Connor’s ridicule. It doesn’t stop him from sitting on one, though.

      I walk over to Jodie to give her a hug. She shrugs me off. She was never a fan of public displays of affection.

      ‘May I suggest we all turn our mobiles to silent,’ Akin says. ‘We don’t want interruptions, and there’s nothing more distracting than hearing pings from people’s pockets or, worse, watching others stare at something apparently fascinating on their screens. Do we agree?’

      ‘There’s no signal here anyway, if I remember rightly,’ Jodie says.

      ‘That was fifteen years ago, Jodie. I think there may be a few additional masts by now. Please, it’s a polite request.’

      I expect there to be objections, but Nate starts the ball rolling, placing his phone face down on the ground in front of him, so I follow suit.

      Taya looks nervous. ‘I’ll put it on silent, but I need to see the screen in case Raff calls. I can’t be out of touch.’

      Akin nods. ‘I think you’re an exception, Taya, but the only one. Connor? Jodie?’

      Connor makes a big show of flicking the switch on the side of his phone and pushing it into his pocket. Jodie laughs and mutters something that sounds like ‘Ridiculous’ but finally complies.

      ‘Look, this is a waste of fucking time,’ Connor grumbles. ‘We’re not going to solve anything, and I have a wife who is in need of some serious reassurance right now. She’s probably wondering why she married me.’

      ‘She’s not the only one. Poor deluded woman.’

      ‘Fuck off, Jodie. If you’re going to make more trouble, I’m off.’

      ‘Can I remind you that I withdrew my allegation?’ she snarls.

      Akin jumps to his feet. ‘Stop, the pair of you! We’ve all had enough of this. No one believes Connor raped you, Jodie, and neither do you. You have my genuine sympathy for what you went through, but whoever attacked you, it wasn’t Connor – just as I didn’t pay some woman I’d never met a large sum of money, nor did Nate abduct her, or Mallory kill her. Let’s sit and try to work out who might hate us all, shall we? Coming back here seems to have brought the child out in us, but we’re all adults with responsible jobs.’

      I’m waiting for Jodie to mutter ‘Not quite all of us’ as another barb at Connor, but for once she keeps quiet.

      It’s clear no one knows where to start, so as it was my idea, I feel I should start the ball rolling.

      ‘Some of us met earlier to try to identify anyone who might have known about our stupid game of Badger – in particular, anyone who might hold a grudge against us. It’s a short list. The most obvious answer is Erin Cox, the girl we were all so mean to last time we met. Nate was particularly cruel.’ I glance at him and see his eyes open wide. He doesn’t know what I’m going to say. ‘It seems she was hoping to follow him to Edinburgh, but he didn’t give her his contact details.’

      ‘She wasn’t alone in that, was she, Nate?’ Jodie says, a peevish tone in her voice. Nate has the grace to look ashamed. ‘Hands up those who got his new mobile number?’ Jodie glances around at all of us, from one to the other.

      Before anyone can answer, Nate growls at Jodie, ‘Stop making trouble, will you? After that night I didn’t want to speak to anyone for ages. I was ashamed of my behaviour, and the only person I sent my number to was Mallory.’

      ‘And I deleted it,’ I say. ‘So let’s just forget that, shall we?’

      Nate blinks in surprise. I’ve never told him that.

      ‘You know why she was going to Edinburgh, don’t you?’ Jodie asks, a smug smile on her face. ‘She was pregnant, carrying a little Nathan Brennan, she told me.’

      Akin’s horrified glance goes from Jodie to Nate and back again, but I turn to Jodie.

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘She told me.’

      ‘When, exactly? You said that, like the rest of us, you’d never met her before that night. And you were never alone with her. Unless, of course, you found her when we were searching the woods. Is that what happened?’

      For a moment Jodie looks as if she’s regretting her words, but then she leans back on her elbows, stretching her legs out in front of her.

      ‘Yes, I found her. I told her that her best bet was to make her way home, to forget you losers. And she believed me.’

      Jodie carries on talking, the others shouting out angry questions. But I’m not listening; I’m staring at Jodie’s feet – at her trainers.

      White soles.

      Pale grey uppers.

      An intricate weave pattern.

      The breath catches in my throat.
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      At a signal from Keith, Tom hurried over to his desk.

      ‘Rob’s on the line, sir. Shall I put him through?’

      ‘Put him on speaker. Rob, how are you getting on with Lee Scott?’

      ‘He’s being very helpful. He’s a small child in a grown man’s body, if that makes sense – used to doing what he’s told, and he’s desperate for us to go gently on him. But he’s given us a name. No great surprise that it’s Erin Cox – introduced to Scott by his sister.’

      Tom was silent for a moment, suddenly realising that Rob hadn’t been here when the news broke.

      ‘Sorry to drop this on you now, Rob, but Erin Cox is dead – has been for fifteen years. Someone stole her identity. That doesn’t matter now. What did this woman have Scott do for her?’

      ‘Christ, boss – I’ve only been out of the loop for five minutes! Anyway, back to Scott. He had to steal the car – she told him where from, but he doesn’t know how she knew. She gave him the photo of Musa and a precise time to pass the envelope to him, and she gave him his old man’s outfit for the supermarket car park. After she drove off with Hana he stripped off the gear, stuck it in his bag for life and replaced it with a bomber jacket and baseball cap, then grabbed a trolley and made his way back into the supermarket, where he was told to do some shopping.’

      ‘That was smart,’ Tom said, impressed despite the circumstances. They had assumed anyone involved would have been heading away from the trolley park, not into the store. ‘Go on.’

      ‘He sent the message to Taya from Piccadilly station too, but I’m certain there’s something he’s not telling me. At the moment we have proof that he stole the car, and we can tie him to the child abduction, although he swears he didn’t know that was going to happen. Whatever he’s keeping from me, he’s scared. It must be something big.’

      ‘Do you have a description of the woman he thought was Cox?’

      Before Rob had a chance to answer, Tom’s attention was drawn to Becky, speaking to someone on her phone. Whoever it was, she was excited, and he heard her say, ‘What?’ and ‘You’re kidding me!’

      She looked across at Tom, opening her eyes wide. He pushed back his chair, told Rob he’d call him back and hurried over to her desk.

      ‘Boss, it’s Ryan Metcalfe. He had a query for me. I think you’re going to want to hear this. Ryan, can you repeat what you just said?’

      Metcalfe cleared his throat. ‘Sir, I’m sorry about this, but I rang Becky to check that the only cases you’re currently investigating are the abduction of Hana Fischer and the murder of Gabriella Stafford. Of course, the death of Erin Cox has now been added to that list.’

      ‘That’s right. Is there a problem?’ Tom asked, frowning at Becky and wondering what the hell was going on.

      ‘None at all. I asked her why, in that case, you had a photo on your board that related to one of my cases. I noticed it when I came to visit, but it seemed inappropriate to question a senior officer.’

      ‘What case?’

      ‘Jodie Perry’s case – the rape, suspected to have been committed by Connor Healy.’

      ‘No, Ryan, we’ve not touched that. It’s your case and we haven’t met Jodie Perry.’

      Becky was watching Tom, her eyes glued to his face.

      ‘Ryan, can you please get to the point?’ he asked, exasperated by Becky’s excitement.

      ‘Sorry, sir. Becky has just confirmed to me that the photo I was looking at was the one you believed to be of Erin Cox – her file photo from her arrests. The thing is, we know it can’t be Erin Cox because she’s dead. The photo is, in fact, of Jodie Perry.’
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      Ryan Metcalfe’s news had stunned Tom for the second time that day, although if Jodie Perry had stolen Erin Cox’s identity, some of it started to make sense. She knew enough about all of them to have pulled this off. He felt a flutter of excitement.

      There was no time to lose. As soon as word got out that Erin Cox’s body had been found, Jodie Perry would make a run for it. Whatever the motives for her brutal attacks on the lives of her old friends, Tom was certain she had killed Gabi Stafford. Who was to say she would stop at that?

      ‘What do we have on Perry, Ryan?’ Tom asked. ‘Your team must have her current address details.’

      ‘We do, yes.’

      ‘The rest of the six seem to think she’s been living in the States, but I assume that’s not true, given she’s been in prison and on licence under the name of Erin Cox.’

      ‘She had a life as Jodie Perry, for sure. She said she’d spent several years in the US – I guess the years of her sentence – but as she was a victim, we didn’t investigate her past. We know she’s currently renting a small flat locally so she can visit her dad, who’s in a care home. She hasn’t seen her mum in years since she ran off with Connor Healy’s dad.’

      Tom turned to Cass who, like the rest of the team, had got wind of the excitement and was hovering behind him. ‘Can you get details of Jodie Perry’s passport, Cass? Check if she’s flown into and out of the US recently, or has any bookings for the next few days.’

      ‘Maybe she was never there at all, boss,’ Becky said. ‘Before going to prison she was amassing a fortune through her Ponzi scheme, and that had been going on for a few years.’

      ‘Just another lie, then,’ Tom said. ‘Check it all anyway, Cass. She would have been able to switch between the two identities. Erin Cox was the woman with no friends or family who ran a clever fake investment scheme and conned people out of thousands, but Jodie Perry has a dad who she’s in touch with and appears to have led a blameless existence.’

      ‘Are you saying that Jodie Perry killed Erin Cox, sir?’ Keith asked.

      ‘She certainly knew Erin was dead, but that’s not to say she was the only one. A text was sent supposedly from Erin, quitting her job, and her rent was paid on the bedsit until the lease expired. Then it was emptied of everything – including, no doubt, all means of identifying Erin Cox.’

      Metcalfe was still listening on Becky’s phone.

      ‘Ryan, we need to pick Perry up. She’s guilty of identity theft, and that’s enough to arrest her.’

      ‘But Jodie Perry was raped!’ Metcalfe exclaimed, his voice tinny through the speaker.

      ‘Was she, though? Or was she making herself into a victim and annihilating Connor Healy in the process?’

      ‘Why would she do all this, boss?’ Becky asked. ‘They were friends, I thought.’

      Tom shrugged. ‘No idea. For the first few years she was milking Brennan’s mother as Erin Cox, and she probably used that money as seed capital to start her investment company. Maybe she was too busy building that up, and it was only when she was in prison that she had time to plan the downfall of those who hurt her – although God knows what they did to her.’

      ‘And Gabriella Stafford?’ Keith asked.

      ‘I suspect Gabi was planning to change her story. She told her sister she’d made a mistake and was going to sort it out. No doubt she could identify Jodie Perry, so she had to die. Let’s find Perry and bring her in.’
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      Becky and Ryan Metcalfe were working together to track Jodie down. He had sent officers to her flat, and Becky was on a call to the care home where Jodie’s dad was living, waiting to speak to the manager. Becky tapped her fingers impatiently on her desk.

      Finally she heard a voice. ‘Good afternoon. I’m Celia Alessi – the manager here. I understand you’re looking for Jodie Perry?’

      ‘That’s right. Is she with her father at the moment?’

      ‘I’m sorry, no. She was here earlier. I understand she came to say goodbye to him because she’s returning to the States tomorrow. She won’t be back for a few months.’

      ‘I’m assuming you have contact details for her when she’s away, so you can get in touch if you need to? Do you have a phone number, by any chance?’

      ‘No, we keep in touch by email, or I speak to her face to face, using video communication. We’re quite advanced technically.’

      This was said with more than a hint of pride, but it didn’t help.

      ‘Do you have a physical address for her in the States?’ Becky asked, certain she already knew the answer.

      ‘No, I believe she moves around for work, so we write to her address here in the UK and she has her mail forwarded.’

      ‘You mean the flat she’s renting? I understand she’s only been there a matter of weeks.’

      There was a pause. ‘No, we’ve always used the same address. The house her father used to live in. Perhaps she’s renting it out while she’s away and that’s why she’s taken a flat.’

      Becky didn’t believe that for a moment.

      ‘That’s helpful. Thank you, Mrs Alessi. Could I have that address? Maybe we can catch up with Jodie before she heads back to the US.’

      ‘Of course, but is everything okay?’

      ‘Absolutely. We just need her help with an enquiry.’

      

      ‘Boss,’ Becky said. ‘We have news. The manager of the care home thinks Jodie is leaving for the States tomorrow.’

      ‘Unlikely, Becky. Cass has been checking, and we don’t think she’s ever been.’

      ‘That’s what I thought. Anyway, Jodie’s father still owns his house, so I passed on the details to DI Metcalfe. He was already in the area, and he’s there now.’ Becky waved her phone in the air to indicate that he was on the line. ‘He says there’s no one in, but he’s gone round the back and can see through the window. There’s a carpet – rust coloured – like the fibres collected from Gabi and Hana’s clothing.’

      ‘Shit! We need to find Perry and get into that house.’

      ‘Ryan’s organising a search warrant. Do you want me to get Jumbo on the case with the fibres?’

      ‘Yes, and ask Ryan if he’ll stay there until the warrant turns up. In the meantime, get yourself over to Connor Healy’s. I don’t think a phone call will do, in his case. Find out if he has any idea where Perry might be. Whatever the apparent problems between them, she’s technically his stepsister and he seems to know her best. I’ve urgently requested live cell-siting on her phone, but that’s going to take a while.’

      ‘Okay.’ Becky jumped up from her chair, pressing her phone to her ear.

      ‘Did you get all that, Ryan?’ she asked.

      ‘I did. I’ll give you a shout if she comes back here.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Becky said as she ran to her car.

      Weaving in and out of the early-evening traffic, cursing other drivers, Becky pondered Jodie’s reasons for taking a flat rather than living in the vacant property belonging to her father. The only conclusion she could come to was that she didn’t want any of her friends to know the house still belonged to her. It was another layer of subterfuge, which no doubt had come in handy to hide Hana and Gabi.

      Perry had constructed a fictitious existence in the US. Her social media was full of photos of an exciting life in Los Angeles, but she was never in any of the pictures. Instead, the images were of views, plates of food, quirky signs, no doubt grabbed from the Instagram accounts of people who actually lived there.

      Becky struggled to understand how Perry had expected to escape unscathed from the mayhem she had created. She must have trusted that none of her old friends would make the connection between the harrowing events of the last couple of weeks and Erin Cox, the girl they played a cruel trick on one night fifteen years ago. She knew Nathan Brennan well enough to be confident he wouldn’t mention the woman he believed to be the mother of his child – a boy he’d neither seen nor acknowledged since his birth. Had it not been for Mallory Hansen they would never have known who Erin Cox was, and her picture wouldn’t have been on their board for Ryan Metcalfe to identify. She would have got away with it. But what a risk to take.

      Becky pulled up outside Connor Healy’s house, hurried up the short path and knocked. A woman she hadn’t met opened the door. It was impossible to miss her red swollen eyes.

      ‘Mrs Healy?’ Becky said. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Becky Robinson, Greater Manchester Police. Are you okay?’

      She sniffed. ‘Yes, I’m fine. What can I do for you, Inspector?’

      ‘I’m looking for Jodie Perry, and I wondered if your husband might know where she is.’

      ‘Hah!’ Her eyes filled with tears again. ‘Maybe he could tell you if he was here.’

      ‘Can I come in for a moment? It might be better to talk inside. Your name’s Leanne, isn’t it?’ Becky stepped into the hall. ‘I can see something’s upset you, and I don’t want to distress you further, but we do need to find Jodie.’

      Leanne pulled a tissue from her sleeve and wiped her eyes. ‘Sorry about this,’ she said. ‘I feel as if my life is falling apart around me.’

      ‘What do you mean? Has something happened?’

      Leanne looked at her, her mouth open. ‘You mean other than my husband being arrested for rape?’

      Becky could only imagine how that must have made her feel. ‘But the charges have been dropped, haven’t they?’

      ‘Yes! Without giving him a chance to prove his innocence. Listen, Inspector, my husband isn’t an easy man. He has a wickedly sarcastic tongue, but it’s a reflection of his general disappointment at life, and he’s not violent! He only takes the piss because he thinks it will stop people taking the piss out of him.’ She leaned back against the wall. ‘Oh, what’s the point? Since that lot came back into his life everything’s turned to shit, but we were happy, in our own mixed-up way.’

      Becky didn’t know what to say. This woman clearly needed someone to talk to but, sympathetic as she felt, she needed to find Perry.

      ‘Maybe I can find Connor and tell him you need him here, at home. Do you know where he is?’

      ‘He’s with them! Some totally stupid, nonsensical idea about going back to where it all happened – although exactly what happened is a mystery that no one seems inclined to share with me.’

      ‘Do you know where that is?’

      She sighed. ‘Rivington – somewhere I’ve never been and Connor has point-blank refused to take me.’
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      Becky had only been gone for about ten minutes, but Tom was already getting frustrated by their inability to find Perry.

      ‘Keith, try some of the others in the group, see if any of them know where she is. Healy was our best shot, but you never know. Charley told us that, according to Taya, Jodie had a thing about Nathan Brennan. Maybe she’s gone to his place.’

      ‘I’m on it. Cass can try Taya Kimura; I’ll try Brennan and Musa.’

      Tom turned away. He should have made one of the calls himself to speed things up, but he wanted to be free if Becky called.

      It was only a few minutes before Keith reported back. ‘We’ve tried them all. No one’s answering, sir.’

      ‘Bollocks.’

      His phone rang, and he glanced at the screen. Becky – finally.

      ‘News?’ he asked.

      ‘They’re all together – the six of them. They’ve gone to Rivington.’

      ‘Christ! What for?’

      ‘Apparently they’re trying to work out who else might know about the lost garden and the Badger game. Mallory Hansen suggested one of them must know who is out to get them, and if they all share everything they remember, they’ll work it out.’

      ‘They might discover more than they bargained for. Where are you, Becky? Still at Healy’s?’

      ‘Yes, outside in the car.’

      ‘I’m on my way to Rivington. Taya said they used to meet at the other end of the gardens from where Hana was found. Keith will send you coordinates for the closest access point. We need to get to them before they work it out.’

      With that, Tom hung up and reached for his keys.

      ‘Keith, I’ll call you and fill you in once I’m on the way.’

      ‘Sir, DS Cumba is on the line. He was trying to reach you when you were speaking to DI Robinson.’

      ‘Does he know that Erin Cox is Jodie Perry?’

      ‘I told him, yes.’

      ‘Then tell him to call me in a couple of minutes when I’m in the car.’

      Tom turned his back on Keith and was surprised to hear him shout.

      ‘Sir, Rob says it’s important.’

      With an irritated tut, Tom turned back to Keith, who handed him the phone.

      ‘Yes, Rob.’

      ‘Lee Scott has finally admitted that the woman who hired him instructed him to meet her in the woods behind Connor Healy’s house. She told him to throw her to the ground and hold her down by her wrists – squeeze hard enough to bruise, she said. Then he had to rip at her clothes.’

      ‘Jesus, she didn’t ask him to rape her, did she?’ Tom asked.

      ‘No. If you remember, she claimed she’d already had sex that day. At a guess, she picked up some guy who was leaving the country and had rough sex with him – with a condom, of course – to help with the rape claim. I don’t think Lee could have done it – he was horrified enough that he had to rip off her knickers. That was way too much for him.’

      ‘All to set up Healy. Even withdrawing the charges wouldn’t have stopped people wondering.’

      ‘Boss, you don’t sound surprised by any of this.’

      ‘I’m not. This woman is smart – very smart. Her mistake was killing Gabi, and at a guess that was only because Gabi got cold feet. Did Scott have anything else?’

      ‘He did. He finally told me the one thing he was terrified of admitting. Perry aka Cox gave him another job to do this morning and promised it would be his last.’

      ‘And that was?’

      ‘She asked him to get her a gun.’

      

      Tom ran towards the door. What the hell was Perry planning now? She wouldn’t have asked Scott to get her a gun for no reason. He was starting to believe that nothing she did was without reason.

      Guns. He hated them. Rob had confirmed that, according to Scott, the gun was a converted blank-firing pistol with home-made bullets, and he could only hope that she didn’t know how to use it.

      Jumping into his car, he shouted at his phone to call Keith Sims.

      ‘Keith, get Raff Fischer on the phone. If Taya’s phone is switched on, I guess she’ll speak to her husband if he calls. She’ll still be frantic about Hana.’

      ‘Do you want me to tell him that Perry has a gun, sir?’

      ‘No! That would be madness. She could be extremely dangerous. I’m praying they don’t work out that Perry’s involved and they all return home safely, none the wiser. Ask Fischer to find out exactly where they are. Tell him to ask Taya to drop a pin and then send me the coordinates. We don’t have time to search the whole place, and we don’t know exactly where they used to meet.’

      ‘I’m on it.’

      ‘And let me know if we finally get cell-siting on Perry’s phone.’

      With that, Tom hung up and put his foot down. He was less than twenty minutes from Rivington, and even without Becky driving, he reckoned he could knock a few minutes off that time.

      He made another call.

      ‘Philippa, we’re going to need an armed response unit – urgently.’

      ‘Explain,’ she said, but she would recognise his tone and would already be lifting her other phone to get things moving.

      He relayed the information to her as concisely as he could.

      ‘They should head for Rivington, and Keith Sims will send a precise grid reference as soon as he has it. Philippa, this young woman has served several years in prison, made friends with a woman involved in an armed robbery, and she’s a meticulous planner. All five of the people she’s been plotting against are there with her. If they work it out, at least one of them could die if we don’t stop her.’

      ‘Leave it with me. You focus on getting there. And Tom, stay safe.’

      With that she hung up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            86

          

        

      

    

    
      Here we all are. I don’t know what’s going to happen tonight, what they might surmise, but I don’t care. I need them to know I’m cleverer than them, and I’ve beaten them all. I’m ready for them. I no longer feel the fear I did the night Erin died.

      I remember staring down at her body, my heart pounding.

      The one thought in my head was that no one would believe it was an accident. They would assume I’d killed her because she was going to Edinburgh to be with Nate. She was having his baby, and my dreams, my future, were in ruins.

      I cast a furtive glance over my shoulder, certain one of the others was about to burst through the trees, but the wood was dark behind me. To my left was the hollow in the ground – her love nest – and with considerable effort I rolled her body across and buried her under the leaves. It would do for now – enough to hide her if anyone came this way.

      I pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans, her car keys from the front. I didn’t have much time.

      I raced back to her car and with shaking fingers managed to get the key in the ignition. I wouldn’t be able to go far and I needed to be quick, so I drove down a narrow track until the car was out of sight, then ran, as fast as I could, back through the woods to the clearing.

      When I saw the others, it wasn’t hard to behave as if I was scared, worried about Erin. I was, but for different reasons. I acted as stunned and angry as everyone else when we found her car had gone, and then the bitter arguments began. I tried to persuade them to leave, and quickly, so I could get back to move the body before it was light, but the arguments raged on.

      Finally, it was over. We piled into the car, our last goodbyes nothing like those we had hoped for.

      The rest of that night passed in a blur. I remember dragging my long-abandoned bicycle from the shed, the cycle ride back, rolling the body down the hill into the water, driving Erin’s car to a spot close to where she lived, my bike crammed in the back. I expected her body to be found quickly – I had read enough stories to know that bodies rise to the surface of water. I was living in fear, but I had the sense to send a text from her phone to the pub, saying she’d quit.

      As the days, then weeks, passed and no one came to arrest me, my resentment of the others grew. I had done it for them, not just for me! It was an accident, but if I’d run back to the clearing and told them what had happened, we’d have had to call the police and every one of us would have been involved in a murder investigation. They would have discovered she was pregnant – even if only a few weeks – and Nate would have been their prime suspect. His life would have been ruined. No one would have believed her death was unintentional. I was glad she was gone, though. I had still believed Nate would eventually be mine.

      And what thanks did I get for hiding the truth? None, and by the end of the night, we were no longer friends.
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      Everyone’s been talking for what feels like hours, but I’ve said nothing. I’m still staring, mesmerised, at Jodie’s trainers, wondering if I’m imagining things. But I know I’m not. The woman, wearing a coat like mine, talking to Gabi Stafford, was wearing shoes exactly like these.

      I can feel Jodie’s eyes on me, and I look away – at the trees, at anything other than her feet. I don’t know what to do.

      Nate is watching me, his brow furrowed. He doesn’t understand my silence, and I gaze back at him, remembering the agony he has suffered – that we have all suffered. I need to know the truth.

      Without another second’s thought, I roll up onto my knees and grab Jodie’s arm from under her.

      ‘What the fuck?’ she yells as she falls back to the ground.

      It’s too late. I’m looking at her fingers, at those bitten nails.

      She’s the woman in the bar.

      The anger flares in me, shining with a fierce light, but my voice is calm.

      ‘It was you, Jodie, wasn’t it? You were the woman talking to Gabi in the bar in Manchester.’

      The others are staring at us, stunned into silence. But it lasts only a moment.

      ‘Mallory, calm down.’ I hear Akin’s measured tone. ‘I know things have been tense and we’re all inclined to jump to conclusions, but…’

      His voice becomes nothing more than a buzz in my ears.

      I understand what didn’t make sense earlier. Jodie claimed to have heard Gabi sobbing down the phone, unaware that anyone was listening, asking for advice on whether her boss’s behaviour was sexual harassment. But the allegations against Nate were a total fabrication, so Jodie must have made it up. I should have worked it out sooner.

      I can’t take my eyes off her. She knows I’ve exposed her.

      Her eyes have narrowed. She’s deciding what to do, and I kneel next to her, watching her, waiting.

      The others are getting restless. Connor has risen to his knees, and Nate is leaning towards me, but the only one to move is Jodie.

      She leaps to her feet and grabs me by the hair, pulling me backwards. I’m still kneeling, so she crouches low. My back is pressed against her chest, her arm around my throat.

      I can’t breathe, and my eyes flick wildly from one to the other of the people who used to be my friends.

      I expect them to jump to my defence, but they’re like statues, staring to the right of me, at something outside my field of vision.

      ‘Don’t move, any of you.’ I feel something cold and solid press against the side of my head.

      I gasp, and she tightens her grip. Is it a gun? But the shocked expressions of those I can see tell me what I want to know.

      ‘The question is,’ her voice is slow, almost lilting, ‘which of you dies first? There’s a conundrum. It should be Nate, as he started all this. But I guess he would find it much more painful if Mallory were to die before his eyes. And if anyone deserves to die, it’s you, Mallory.’

      I see Taya’s phone light up on the ground in front of her.

      ‘Don’t answer that, Taya! If you pick up that phone, I won’t hesitate to shoot you.’

      I can’t move my head, but I see Taya’s terrified face out of the corner of my eye, and I can read her mind. Raff would only call if it was something to do with Hana.

      ‘None of this is Mallory’s fault,’ Nate says, his face white. ‘Don’t hurt her. Just tell me why you hate me so much.’

      Jodie laughs. ‘You need to ask? You led me on for months, hinting that maybe, just maybe, I could be your girlfriend. And then, finally, I was! It lasted for all of three weeks before you told me it would break up the group if we were a couple.’ Her voice has taken on a sneer, and I remember that time. I could see how she felt, but I believed she’d get over it.

      ‘Come on, Jodie,’ Connor says. ‘We were kids, and Nate was a dick. You knew that.’

      ‘Are you going to tell them, Nate, or should I?’ Jodie’s voice was calm, but her vice-like grip on my neck hadn’t eased. ‘Oh, struck dumb, are we? Okay – so did any of you know that as part of our break-up plan, Nate said that when we all went our separate ways, I could join him in Edinburgh? It would be okay to be together then, he said. You see, he knew I loved him, that I would do anything for him. Did you all know, and were you laughing at my gullibility?’

      Nate is silent, but I have a horrible suspicion that Jodie is telling the truth.

      ‘You knew, didn’t you, Connor? After that night, you told me I was an idiot to expect anything; that I was as stupid as my mum, the woman you blamed for destroying your parents’ marriage.’ No one says anything. We all know how much that hurt them both. ‘My plan to go to the States was a lie to explain why I wasn’t going to college, but I really thought I was going to Edinburgh – to be with you, Nate, as we’d agreed!’ The words come out as a shout, but she gets herself back under control. ‘Imagine my surprise when I discovered that Erin Cox believed she was going to Edinburgh. And not only that, she was having your baby!’

      Finally, Nate speaks. ‘Jodie, I’m deeply sorry I hurt you. I thought it was the easiest way to let you down. And I’m even more sorry about Erin, who did have my baby – although I’ve only just found out about it. My mother knew, and she kept it from me. I’m ashamed of that.’

      There are murmurs of surprise from Connor and Akin, but Jodie gives a deep, throaty laugh.

      ‘There was no baby! There would have been, but Erin Cox is dead! She died here that night. I really wish you’d never mentioned her to the police. That was a mistake.’

      What is she talking about? Is she deluded?

      ‘Don’t talk rubbish,’ Connor says. ‘Stop making up bloody stories. Her car had gone from the car park, and I think someone would have found her body by now, don’t you?’

      ‘It’s not a story. I assure you, she’s dead.’

      ‘No, she’s not. She’s been writing to me about our son. My mother has been answering her letters. She’s even paid her money.’

      ‘You don’t get it, do you, Nate? I wrote to you. I was Erin. But still you didn’t ask to see your child.’

      Finally I understand why the mother of Nate’s child didn’t go to Edinburgh to find him, a fact that had always puzzled me. Because she would have had to reveal who was really writing the letters.

      ‘I’ve told you, Jodie. I didn’t know!’ Nate shouts.

      I try to speak, but I don’t know where to start – whether to ask her what happened to Erin or to tell her that Nate isn’t lying. But she tightens her grip, and the gun is pressed harder against my temple.

      ‘You didn’t even give me your new phone number, you bastard!’

      I hear Akin clear his throat and I know he’s going to try to reason with her. I’m not sure it’s going to work.

      ‘Jodie, I think we can understand your anger at Nate. Sorry, Nate. It’s hard, though, to understand why you’ve waited so long, or why you wanted to hurt all of us and not just the person who let you down.’

      ‘Connor!’ Jodie screams. ‘Sit down, right now, or I’ll use this gun.’

      I hadn’t noticed that Connor has been edging towards us while Akin was speaking, but Jodie clearly had. He drops back to his knees.

      ‘I saw you all becoming stars in your own worlds – except you, Connor, but then no one expected much of you, did they?’ She gives a nasty laugh. ‘I reserved a special hatred for you because of your bastard father, who thought it was okay to steal my mother from her family.’

      ‘Fuck you, Jodie. Your mother was a whore, and my dad wasn’t the first.’

      The cold metal has moved from my temple, and although I can’t see it, I’m sure the gun is pointing at Connor. I’m certain his intention was to give me a chance to break free, but before I can move, it’s back against my head.

      ‘I was going to fly higher than all of you. I took Erin’s identity years ago to hide the fact that she was missing, but it gave me two entirely separate lives. I was going to come back richer, more successful than all of you put together, but I made one mistake. I overstretched. I had to find an investor quickly and thought of someone I knew who was saving for his retirement in the sun.’

      A shiver runs through my body. I know who she means.

      ‘He’d been scrimping and scraping for years, so must have amassed a small fortune. I needed a big injection of cash to keep my business growing, and he was keen. He’d seen my results and was ready to transfer the money that would have saved me. Then he decided to tell his daughter the good news that he was about to double his money.’

      ‘Jodie—’ I say, wanting to reason with her. But the gun is pushed harder against my head.

      ‘Not only did his daughter convince him it was too risky, but she decided to involve an old friend who understood finance. According to my target, Mr Musa advised him that the investment was unsafe. He couldn’t find evidence of how my company had accumulated so much wealth for its clients. My investor pulled out, didn’t he, Mallory? Without your father’s money, I was finished.’

      Akin can’t resist speaking and almost looks pleased with himself. ‘I was right, then. I knew it was a scam as soon as Mallory asked for my help. I didn’t know you were behind it, of course. You’d done a good job of hiding ownership of the business, but I guess some of your early investors were wanting to reap the promised rewards.’ He shakes his head. ‘You got caught, didn’t you? How long did you get?’

      She doesn’t answer immediately, and the gun moves from my head. This time I guess it’s pointing at Akin.

      ‘That doesn’t matter. It gave me time for my hatred of you to fester, and I was in the right place to plan my revenge and get the help I needed. And then, as if all of that wasn’t enough, I discovered Nate had found a new love – the woman who claimed she would never go near him. Oh, the joy of causing your humiliation, Mallory.’ She tightens her grip once again. ‘You must have been mortified to find yourself living with a sexual predator. What would people think? And you, Nate, flying high in your job. Maybe even your father had finally grown to respect you, although I guess that’s all gone to shit now.’

      ‘Jodie…’ I try to speak, to say something to calm her. Nate has now risen to a squat, as if about to pounce, and I am silently begging him not to.

      ‘How did you know Gabi?’ he asks.

      ‘I didn’t. I watched your team in the bar, identified who was the outsider, the one who always arrived late so she wasn’t part of a round and sipped one drink all night. I followed her – found out she was in trouble and needed money. The rest was easy.’

      ‘Why kill her?’ he asks. ‘You didn’t need to do that!’

      Her grip loosens slightly. She must be getting uncomfortable, crouching in that position, and I wonder if I could push back and knock her over.

      ‘I didn’t plan to kill her. I just wanted to destroy your career and your cosy love nest. But Gabi developed a conscience, silly bitch, and I saw an opportunity to make you and Mallory pay a bigger price.’

      I wish I could see Jodie’s face, read her mood. I know her well enough to understand why she’s telling us all this. She’s trying to show us she’s better than all of us, that despite our qualifications, our degrees, she’s the one with the brains. But she must realise we will repeat all of this to the police. Unless, of course, she’s planning to kill us all.

      My legs are beginning to ache from kneeling in the same position, and I try to move, but she tightens her grip once again and the gun presses harder.

      ‘Before you ask,’ she says, ‘why did I take Hana?’ Taya flinches, hatred burning in her eyes, but she’s too scared to speak. ‘Because, Taya, you told my dad about my thieving. It was a bit of fun, a thrill, but you couldn’t see that. Dad refused to speak to me for a long time because of what you told him, and Mum had gone. I had no one. It seemed only fair for me to steal something from you. Disrupt your perfect life. That took a lot of planning. Then Gabi told me you were in the office that evening, that you knew Nate had never touched her. I’d always planned to take Hana – to give you a scare – but then it became more urgent. A warning to keep your mouth shut.’

      Taya’s lips are clamped together. She’s rocking backwards and forwards as if it’s all she can do not to leap to her feet and launch herself at Jodie. But one thing she wants more than revenge is to get home safely to her child, so she closes her eyes as if praying for composure.

      ‘We all knew about the thieving,’ Connor says. ‘Taya thought if your dad knew, he might be able to stop it. Sadly, your dad had other things on his mind.’

      We all know he’s talking about her mum’s affair.

      ‘How many of you tried to stay in touch with me?’ She pauses. ‘None – that’s how many.’

      ‘Jodie,’ Akin says, his voice conciliatory, ‘none of us stayed in touch. It wasn’t just you. After that night, we all went our separate ways. And we thought you were in America.’

      She gives another deep-throated chuckle, and a shudder runs through me. The power she holds over us all is inflaming her hatred, and I’m not sure reasoning is going to work.

      ‘You were supposed to be my friends, but I couldn’t trust you to back me up when Erin died. It was an accident. She fell, but I knew you’d blame me. I should have left her there, on the ground, for one of you to find. But I didn’t. I dealt with it, so you could all go off and start your perfect lives. Then, like a fool, I waited for Nate to call, to tell me it was time to join him in Edinburgh, living in fear that the police would turn up on my doorstep and accuse me of murder. They didn’t then. But I guess they will now.’
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      ‘Come on, Keith,’ Tom muttered as he sped onto the B road, praying it wouldn’t be busy at this time in the evening.

      Finally his phone rang.

      ‘Sir, Mr Fischer has tried to call his wife, but it’s just ringing out. He’s very concerned because she’d made him promise to call her about Hana, and it’s most unlike her not to answer.’

      ‘Shit!’

      ‘However, since Hana’s abduction, both Fischer and his wife have installed tracking apps on their phones. She was worried about her husband, if you remember, when—’

      ‘Yes, I understand why,’ Tom interrupted, wishing Keith would cut to the bloody chase. ‘Has he sent you the coordinates?’

      ‘He has. I’ve sent them to DI Robinson, and I’m forwarding them to you now.’

      ‘Good, send them to Philippa Stanley too. She’s expecting them.’

      Tom’s phone pinged as he hung up, and he glanced at the screen. Taya’s phone was about ten minutes’ walk from the meeting point.

      He shouted at his phone to call Becky, and she answered on the first ring.

      ‘Becky, you are to wait for me to get there. Are you listening to me? No heroics – I know what you’re like.’

      Tom would never forget Becky being dragged out of a river, almost dead, when she had refused to wait for him. He thought he’d lost her that night. It was only the fast reactions of her partner, Mark, that had saved her.

      ‘Okay. Why the panic, Tom?’

      ‘Because Jodie Perry has a gun. I don’t know if she knows how to fire it, but instinct tells me she does.’

      

      Becky was watching for the lights of Tom’s car, looking at her watch every thirty seconds. He should be here soon.

      It was so quiet. All she could hear was the rustle of a growing wind in the trees. It wasn’t dark yet, but the sky was heavy with rain again, and anyone with any sense had gone home before the heavens opened.

      Finally, she heard the low hum of an engine. Although visibility was poor, she could see no lights, and Becky guessed it was Tom, minimising the chance of his arrival being spotted.

      His car pulled up behind hers, and he was out and hurrying towards her within seconds.

      ‘Any sign of them?’

      Like Becky, he could see several cars pulled into the side of the lane, but they were all empty.

      ‘Neither heard nor seen any of them. But Ryan Metcalfe called. He’s inside Perry’s dad’s house. Not only does Jumbo think the carpet is a match for the fibres on Gabi and Hana’s clothing, but there’s some sort of sewing room upstairs – lots of drawings and designs on the wall, material strewn around. Photos of Mallory Hansen in that coat. I asked if there was any red fabric. He’s going to let us know.’

      ‘You’re thinking she made the coat?’

      ‘Perry would have known we’d identify Gabi’s last location, and she’d know we’d try to get photos, maybe CCTV. If she can sew, we wouldn’t be able to tell from a photo whether it was the original coat or a cheap fake. All she had to do was to make sure she always had her back to the room or had her head down.’

      ‘God, there’s some planning gone into this,’ Tom said with a weary sigh.

      ‘What do you think she’s up to now, Tom? Maybe she just needs the gun as a last resort.’

      Tom shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea. I don’t know how her mind works, except that she’s devious. She’s hit them where it hurts most up to now, using the psychology of each individual to her advantage. Maybe it was never her intention to kill any of them, but that might change if they realise she’s behind everything.’

      ‘What’s our plan?’

      ‘You stay here and wait for Firearms to turn up. You need to guide them in.’

      ‘No I don’t! They’ll have the coordinates, same as us. Where are you going?’

      Tom had started to walk towards the path. ‘I’m going to sneak up and see if I can check what’s happening.’

      ‘Wait for Firearms!’ Becky said, chasing after him and reaching out to touch his arm.

      ‘They may be in danger, and I need to know.’

      ‘Then I’m coming with you.’

      Tom stopped and turned.

      ‘Detective Inspector Robinson, I am ordering you to stay here and wait for backup.’

      ‘Oh, piss off, Tom. I’m not going to let you go without me. Report me for insubordination if you have to. Come on. Let’s go.’
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      I realise now that Jodie is enjoying this. She was always a thrill-seeker, looking for the next fix, another rule she could break. But she was clever too. She should never have given up her place at college and I wish I had known why she did. Jodie had always wanted to be a fashion designer and from a young age had made her own clothes to avoid wearing the hideously pretty things her mum tried to force on her. Her home-made efforts were initially treated with derision, but as time went by, her outfits were the subject of envy. At no time, though, did they make her friends – apart from us. Everyone else thought she was weird.

      I speak, but my voice comes out as little more than a croak. ‘Jodie, you’ve done your worst. Why not let us go now? Go back to the States. You’re leaving tomorrow, anyway.’

      My words are met with a chuckle. ‘I’ve never been anywhere near the States, but you’re right that I’m leaving. The police don’t suspect me because I was a victim too – of rape.’ There’s a contemptuous grunt from Connor. ‘The minute I leave, you’ll all be on your phones, accusing me, which means I need some insurance. Mallory is coming with me and I’m taking all your phones. That includes yours, Taya. If any of you think you can just run to the road and flag someone down, be my guest. If I so much as see or hear the police at any point before I decide to release Mallory, I’ll kill her, and you’ll have to live with that guilt for the rest of your lives.’

      She pushes herself up from her crouch, never loosening her hold on my throat. I cast a pleading glance at Nate, but I can see he’s scared. Not so much for himself, but for me.

      Suddenly, they’re all talking at once, begging her. I can’t make out any one person’s words over the others until I hear Jodie’s voice close to my ear.

      ‘Stay where you are, Connor. I’m not joking, you know. I’ve already killed that stupid girl from Nate’s office, so another death doesn’t worry me.’

      ‘Take me, Jodie. Let Mallory go,’ Connor says.

      ‘Stay back, Connor. Keep away. I’m warning you.’

      I can see him from the corner of my eye. I want to turn my head to give him a warning look, but I can’t move.

      He keeps on coming.
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      Becky had stopped trying to speak to Tom. He wanted quiet, so he could listen. They knew where Taya was, but they couldn’t be certain Jodie was with her.

      Becky had her radio on low, pinned to her ear so she could listen for news about the armed response unit.

      ‘They’re here, Tom,’ she whispered.

      ‘Tell them we’re switching to silent so we can approach with stealth.’ Tom’s words were barely audible.

      Radios and mobiles adjusted, they crept further into the gardens, moving uphill. Tom pointed to the screen of his phone. If Jodie Perry was with Taya Kimura, they were less than three hundred metres away. He pushed the phone deep into his pocket so the light wouldn’t give them away in the gathering gloom.

      The path snaked up through the gardens beneath overhanging branches bursting with new growth. On the right the land fell away into a ravine, and Becky glanced down. At the bottom was the pond where Erin Cox’s body had been discovered.

      Every footstep seemed to fracture the silence of the wood, and Tom held up his hand, signalling for Becky to stop so he could listen. Nothing. They waited. Still nothing.

      Suddenly Tom lifted his hand again, and Becky heard a man’s voice, low, persuasive. They were too far away to hear the words, but not too far away to hear the sharp, high-pitched response.

      ‘I’m warning you, Connor. Stay where you are, or I’ll shoot.’

      Tom glanced over his shoulder at Becky, and she saw his gaze go past her, to the path beyond, hoping to see the firearms team. But the path was empty. They climbed up a low bank to get a little closer, and Becky made a circling signal with her fingers, trying to indicate that the team might be surrounding the site. Tom nodded.

      They crept closer, crouching low.

      ‘You’re not going to kill me, Jodie. Don’t be a bloody idiot. Put the gun down and let’s talk about it.’

      The crack of a gunshot ripped through the wood, scattering the birds from the trees, and Tom began to run.

      Not away from the sound, but towards it.
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      Where the hell is the firearms team? Becky thought as she raced after Tom.

      She hoped with all her heart that he would stop when he got Jodie and the others in sight, but if someone else’s life was at risk, she didn’t think either training or common sense would prevail.

      The gunshot had come from directly above them, and as Tom scrambled up the hill Becky wanted to yell at him to stop. But that would alert the shooter to their presence. They were no longer trying to keep quiet, but the sounds of their movement were masked by the shouts and wails coming from just above.

      ‘Shit, Jodie! You’re a fucking lunatic!’ Becky was sure it was Nathan Brennan’s voice, choking on a sob. ‘Just take the gun and run before you kill anyone else.’

      ‘You’re next, Nate. In for a penny…’

      Tom had reached the top of the slope, and Becky was too far behind to stop him as he stepped forward. She knew what he was going to do, and a cry burst from her: ‘Tom, don’t!’

      He lifted both hands, one to each side of his head as if in surrender. Becky couldn’t see the shooter.

      ‘I’m unarmed, Jodie. We haven’t met, but my name is Tom Douglas and I’m a police officer. Let’s try to calm things down, shall we?’

      Clambering to the top of the hill, Becky crouched out of sight, whispering frantically into her radio. Connor Healy was on the ground. He wasn’t moving. The woman she now knew to be Jodie Perry was holding the gun in one hand. Her other arm was round Mallory Hansen’s neck.

      If Becky stood up beside Tom it could panic Jodie, but he looked so exposed, facing a woman with a gun with no means of defending himself.

      ‘Tom,’ she whispered to herself. ‘What are you doing?’

      Tom was still talking, and to Becky’s horror she could see Akin Musa – the last person she would have expected – moving stealthily towards Jodie’s gun side. She guessed he was going to try to disarm her, and with every breath in her body she wanted to scream at him to stop, but she couldn’t risk shouting a warning.

      Tom carried on talking, his voice unnaturally calm. ‘There’s nothing to be gained by hurting anyone else now, Jodie. I think you understand that. It’s clear you’re an intelligent woman, so now’s the time to do the smart thing. If I come towards you, my arms up like this, will you hand me the gun?’

      Jodie didn’t respond, but Becky saw Tom’s body tense for a second. He must have seen Musa, but there was nothing he could do without alerting Jodie.

      ‘I think we all need to keep calm,’ he said – the best warning he could give. ‘Everyone sit down, stay completely still. Maybe it’s time to let Mallory go, Jodie?’

      The warning came too late. Becky’s gaze was fixed on Jodie as Akin lunged, knocking her sideways.

      From that moment, everything seemed to happen in slow motion, the shock of what Becky was seeing and hearing taking its time to penetrate her conscious mind.

      As Jodie stumbled, the deafening sound of a gunshot blasted through the air, followed seconds later by shouts: ‘Armed police! Armed police! Drop your weapon!’

      There was a second shot, and Becky watched Jodie crumple to the ground.

      ‘Armed police! Keep your hands where we can see them. No sudden movements.’

      The shouts barely registered as Becky’s eyes swivelled to where Tom had been standing. He was no longer there.

      Her heart racing, she heard herself repeat over and over, ‘No, no, no.’ Her words ended on a howl of despair. ‘Tom!’

      He was on the ground, blood pumping from a hole in his chest.
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      ‘Yes, sir. I have Detective Inspector Robinson with me now.’

      Becky listened as Philippa Stanley spoke to her boss. She didn’t want to be here – especially not today – but she had been summoned.

      ‘DI Robinson is an experienced officer, sir, and although it’s been a difficult time, I believe she’s up to the job.’ Philippa paused. ‘Of course. She will be acting DCI until we can get a more permanent replacement for Tom Douglas.’

      Becky swallowed. Each time Tom’s name was mentioned, her head was bombarded with memories of that evening at Rivington, the sight of Tom’s motionless body.

      Holding her badge high in her hand, screaming at the top of her voice, ‘Detective Inspector Becky Robinson. Don’t shoot!’ she had raced to where Tom lay – one of three bodies on the ground, but she didn’t care about the others. She flung herself on the grass by his side, ripping his shirt open to find the wound, resting her head on his chest to listen for his heart, tearing off her own shirt to try to stem the bleeding, shouting at him to wake up, begging him to respond. But he didn’t.

      One of the armed response team tried to prise her away and she vaguely remembered telling him to fuck off, but other than that the only person she had spoken to was Tom as she lay by his side, murmuring softly close to his ear, telling him not to die; that Louisa, Lucy and Harry all needed him. She needed him. ‘You’re a bloody idiot, Tom Douglas. Don’t you dare die on me now. I love you, Tom. We all love you.’ But he lay still. ‘Please don’t die,’ she whispered.

      As tears flooded her eyes once again at the memory, Philippa’s voice broke through.

      ‘I’ve been through DI Robinson’s report with her again, sir, now she’s had a little more time to come to terms with the events of the evening. DCI Douglas should have waited for the armed response team to arrive – there’s no doubt about that – but he was trying to save lives, given that Jodie Perry had already shot Connor Healy. DI Robinson will be available for the full enquiry, but she believes the firearms officer had no choice but to fire his weapon at Jodie Perry. She still had the gun, and was still pointing it at DCI Douglas.’

      Becky couldn’t hear what was being said by Philippa’s boss, but she didn’t care much. She would do the job – take the position of acting DCI – but it didn’t feel like a promotion; it felt like a punishment. She smoothed down the skirt of her black suit, her eyes lowered.

      ‘Thank you, sir. I’m afraid we have to go now. Acting DCI Robinson and I have a funeral to attend.’
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      The crematorium was crowded with subdued friends and family, some openly weeping but most with heads bowed. Sombre music, unrecognisable to Becky, was playing softly through speakers dotted around the room, and she headed to a seat towards the back. She wasn’t family, after all. But that didn’t seem to bother Philippa, who marched smartly towards the third row from the front.

      Becky kept her head bowed, only raising it a few minutes later when she sensed a flurry of activity. The family had arrived. She looked down again, her hands clasped in her lap, wondering if they blamed her, if she could have done more. Why hadn’t they recognised Jodie Perry for who she was sooner?

      She knew the answer. Perry had planned everything meticulously and used her knowledge of the victims to maximise the psychological impact on each of them.

      She sensed, rather than heard, someone standing beside her at the end of the row.

      ‘Budge up, Becky.’

      She looked up. ‘Tom! What are you doing here? You should still be in hospital.’ She shuffled over to the next seat, and Tom sat down, cradling the sling supporting his shoulder.

      ‘You sound like Louisa, but the operation was a success and all vital organs and blood vessels are restored to working order. I’m as good as new! But I do feel responsible for Connor Healy’s death, and it didn’t feel right to stay away. They’re all here, I see.’

      He was right. Becky hadn’t looked as the procession moved towards the front of the crematorium, but now that Tom was beside her, she felt a little stronger.

      Mallory Hansen and Nathan Brennan were walking behind Leanne Healy, who was clinging to the arm of Akin Musa. Taya Kimura and Raff Fischer followed behind.

      ‘Have you spoken to any of them?’ Tom whispered.

      ‘I have. Nathan is in deep shock and feeling the weight of it all, but Mallory keeps telling him he was only eighteen when he hurt Jodie so badly, and girls threw themselves at him. Yes, he took advantage. He was thoughtless and inconsiderate, but look who he had as a role model – a father who treats everyone with contempt. Nathan’s a different man now, she says, and he should forgive himself. He admits he told Jodie that maybe she should come to Edinburgh, but only because he was trying to find a way of letting her down lightly, and he thought she’d be over him by the time he started university. He dumped her because he caught her wearing his mother’s ruby pendant. He put it back before his mum discovered it was missing, but Jodie thought it was hilarious.’

      ‘God, she was a piece of work.’

      ‘It seems Mallory’s dad had a narrow escape too. He could have lost everything if he’d invested all his savings. I’m sorry for Healy’s wife, though.’

      ‘Me too.’

      They both fell silent as the music changed and the coffin was borne down the aisle.

      The service was brief, although Akin Musa made a short speech about Connor as a boy, which was surprisingly amusing and made everyone laugh and cry at the same time. But it was Leanne Healy’s eulogy that touched everyone’s hearts. She spoke about how people found Connor difficult, but he couldn’t bear anyone to see the sensitivity that lay beneath the surface.

      ‘Connor believed life was so much easier if no one had any expectations of him – or if they did, they should only expect the worst. And, let’s face it, he often lived up to that,’ she said with a shaky laugh. ‘But I loved him, and he loved me. I will miss him every day of my life.’

      Becky’s eyes were stinging with the now familiar threat of tears, and Tom reached out and put his good arm round her, pulling her close.

      

      It was time for Tom to take his leave. He and Becky had offered their condolences and spoken briefly to Connor’s dad, who had turned up without his wife. Bringing Jodie’s mum would possibly have been a step too far, and she had a funeral of her own to attend the following day.

      He turned to Becky.

      ‘You understand why I need to take time off, don’t you? I’ve told Philippa I need at least six months, but maybe a year. It’ll take as long as it takes.’

      He didn’t want to mention Jack’s name, but he had told Becky what had happened.

      ‘You still haven’t heard from him?’

      Tom shook his head. His concern about his brother had been far greater than the worry about his own injuries. ‘I heard from him the day before the incident, but nothing since. News of the shooting was all over the press, and however low a profile he’s keeping, there’s no way he wouldn’t have tried to get in touch. If not with me, then with Louisa. Something’s wrong, Becky, and I need to find him. I can neither rest nor focus on anything else until I know where he is.’

      ‘I’ll miss you.’

      He held out his arms and pulled Becky into a hug. ‘Just so you know, it’s your words that kept me alive, I’m sure of it. It’s not every day you hear your favourite detective inspector declaring her undying love.’

      Becky pushed her hands against his chest.

      ‘Ouch! That was my wound,’ he said, laughing.

      ‘You know what I meant, Tom. And I do love you.’

      ‘Course you do, and I love you too. We all do – Louisa and Lucy say they wouldn’t have made it through the last few days without you, and Harry adores you. Come and see us soon.’

      With a last hug and more tears in her eyes, Becky made her way back towards her car. Tom watched her go.

      ‘Tom.’

      He turned. ‘Philippa. I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch, and I hate the fact that I can’t explain to the team where I’m going or what I’m doing.’

      ‘I wouldn’t worry. They all think recent events have taken their toll and you need a sabbatical.’

      ‘Not sure they’ll believe that, but thanks anyway, and for making Becky acting DCI. She’s an excellent detective.’

      Philippa gave Tom a quizzical look. ‘She is. But did I hear you two correctly? Are you in love with each other?’

      Tom grinned. ‘You heard me say that I love her – and I do. We’ve had each other’s backs for years, and it’s a strong bond. A bit like you and me, Philippa.’

      Tom laughed at her look of alarm.

      ‘That’s as may be, Tom, but I sincerely hope you’re not expecting me to express a similar sentiment.’

      ‘No? Oh well, I guess I’ll just have to contain my disappointment.’ He leaned towards her and gave her a peck on the cheek. ‘See you in a few months, ma’am.’

      As he turned away, Philippa called out, ‘Tom!’ He turned. ‘Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.’

      He raised his hand in acknowledgement, knowing it was one promise he wasn’t sure he could keep.
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            A LETTER TO MY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I am always thrilled by the thought of someone reading one of my books, so thank you for taking the time to read No More Lies. Tom Douglas has been a huge part of my life for twelve years now, and I really missed writing about him last year. Until then, I had written a book each year, but 2021 didn’t go quite to plan – as I’m sure it didn’t for many people. I was, however, delighted to get back to plotting his next story in early 2022, and No More Lies is the result. I do hope you enjoyed it.

      I particularly loved writing about Rivington Terraced Gardens. As a child, my sister and I often went to Rivington with our parents, usually to climb up to the pike, the site of one of the many beacons in England. One day we strayed from our usual path, and found ourselves in the most magical overgrown garden, full of strange buildings, flights of stone steps and hidden pathways. We believed we had discovered a place never seen or visited before, and I can picture us now (even though it is far more years ago than I care to remember), running around, desperately excited by our explorations.

      The gardens were created by Lord Leverhulme, the soap magnate (of Lever Brothers, now Unilever), as a place to escape to and entertain. With two lakes, several summerhouses and loggias, caves, waterfalls and endless winding paths, it’s hard to imagine how it looked in its heyday. But work has been under way for a number of years to restore it to its former glory, and if you find yourself in the north-west of England, it’s well worth a visit.

      When I was considering storylines for this book, I was interested in the idea of the damage caused by false accusations, and how difficult it might be to decide who to believe. The victim needs support if they are telling the truth, but if the allegations are entirely fabricated, what harm might they do to a person’s career and family? However much we may want to believe unconditionally in those we love, we all know that people sometimes make mistakes and can lie to cover lapses in judgement. So at what point do we allow ourselves to doubt them, and how much harm does that moment of hesitation cause? It was the psychology behind these actions that fascinated me, and I hope you were intrigued by the questions it raised.

      I always love to hear from readers, and one of the best ways of keeping in touch is via my special Facebook group – Rachel Abbott’s Partners in Crime. It’s a place where readers can chat about everything thriller-related and discuss books they have enjoyed from a wide range of authors. I know many of you base your reading choices on recommendations from other group members, and I am delighted that it is such a success. If you haven’t joined in yet, you can find it by clicking here.

      I send regular newsletters and share some of my own favourite reads, plus keep my readers informed of offers and new releases. Whatever the means of keeping in touch, it’s always great to ‘meet’ people who have read my books and to have an opportunity to answer any questions, so if you’ve not already signed up and would like to do so, here’s where to go: www.rachel-abbott.com/contact.

      And, of course, there is always social media – currently I’m on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram.

      The Tom Douglas series has now reached its eleventh title and I can’t believe how time has flown since I came up with the idea for my first thriller as I sat in traffic jams on my way to work. I am currently considering ideas for the next in the series and have a few stories in mind. Meanwhile, the third Stephanie King thriller is due for release in the second half of 2023, and I have already started on the fourth. I hope you enjoy that series too.

      I would be delighted to hear what you think of No More Lies, so feel free to tweet me, or leave me a message on Facebook. And one very special request – if you have enjoyed this book, I would be thrilled if you would leave a review on Amazon. Every author loves getting reviews, and I’m no exception. And, of course, it helps other readers find my books.

      Thanks again for taking the time to read No More Lies.

      Best wishes,

      
        
        Rachel

      

      

      
        
        Find me with the following links:

        Twitter

        Facebook

        Instagram

        Website
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      The research stage is crucial to me, and many people give their time so freely to answer my questions. In No More Lies I was keen to use a location that was familiar to me, but needed help and advice from the team at Rivington, given generously by Briony Jolley of the Rivington Heritage Trust team. I wish them every success in their renovation project, and appreciate the time spent reviving my memories of this wonderful place.

      My thanks once again to forensic anthropologist Dr Catriona Davies, who not only answered questions about the deterioration of a skeleton in water, but also gave me an idea of how to identify the body after such a long time.

      Once I had decided to create a character who owned a plane, Al Paton kindly supplied details of how it might be tracked by the police. As is often the case, these details occupy no more than a few words in the book, but they are vital to my understanding of each process.

      My police adviser, Mark Gray, replies in detail to each query (and there are many!), and also comments on my books as a reader, often providing me with insights into the workings of the police that I knew nothing about. My very special thanks to him, and any errors are entirely mine.

      One of the first decisions I made as an author has turned out to be the very best. Back in 2012, I spoke to agent Lizzy Kremer of David Higham Associates and instantly loved her attitude. She told me she thought my book was good, but it could be better – and since that day she has continued to push me to write the best book I can and never to compromise, even when the suggested changes seem to present an insurmountable hurdle. I can’t thank her enough. Together with the clever, ever-efficient Maddalena Cavaciuti, their support means everything. In fact, the entire team at DHA has been part of my writing journey, and the enthusiasm of the foreign rights team has resulted in my books now being translated into over twenty languages.

      A completed manuscript is not, however, the end of the story. I am so lucky to have found wonderful copy editor, Hugh Davis, who has an amazing ability to identify any inconsistencies. Proof reader Jessica Read seems able to spot typos that I’ve read and passed over thirty times, and still not seen. Between them, I always feel confident that the final published version of my book will be as error free as it can be.

      I feel privileged to have such wonderfully loyal readers, and I am overwhelmed by their fantastic support. Thank you all for not only reading my books, but for reviewing them, talking about them to your friends, and for joining me online whenever the opportunity arises. You are the best!

      A shout out to all the book bloggers too. I honestly don’t know where writers would be without you. So many of you work hard to get the word out about new books, and it’s impossible to over-estimate the help you offer to the writing community.

      A couple of extra thank you messages: to David Rose, for supporting me on my Partners in Crime page when I was drowning in edits and couldn’t see the wood for the trees; to Tracey Farquhar-Beck for providing us with a gorgeous room at the wonderful Blonde Hedgehog hotel so I could bring my huge computer screen and meet my writing deadline when we lost our electricity for a week!

      Finally, as always my love and thanks to my husband, John. He knows how much I appreciate the many things he does to keep me going when I am buried in my writing, but his greatest gift is his ability to keep me sane – or almost.
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      Close Your Eyes
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      Don’t let him under your skin. He’ll destroy you.

      Don’t fight him. He’ll win.

      Run. Never let him find you.

      I thought I was safe here, but I’m not. I’ve stayed too long. Now Genevieve is dead, and the police are on their way. It’s time for me to go.

      I must stick to the plan – the one I made the day I arrived in this city. My bag is packed. It always is. I will destroy every shred of evidence of my existence. The police must never find me. If they do, so will he.

      I made a mistake, and someone had to die. But I’m the one who has truly lost her life.

      I need to make a choice. If I keep running, I’ll never stop. If I go back, he will make me suffer.

      How many lives can one person ruin?

      A Tom Douglas thriller
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      Only the Innocent

      A man is dead. The killer is a woman. But what secrets lie beneath the surface - so dark that a man has to die?

      

      The Back Road

      The quietest places hide the darkest secrets.

      

      Sleep Tight

      How far would you go to hold on to the people you love? Sleep Tight – if you can.

      You never know who’s watching.

      

      Stranger Child

      One Dark Secret. One act of revenge. They say you should never trust a stranger. Maybe they’re right.

      

      Nowhere Child

      Someone is looking for Tasha. But does she want to be found? She can run – but for how long can she hide?

      

      Kill Me Again

      A woman is dead. She looks like you. 

      It could have been you.

      Next time, it might be.

      

      The Sixth Window

      A perfect man? Or a perfect stranger?

      Every instinct told her to run.

      

      Come a Little Closer

      They will be coming soon.

      They come every night.

      

      The Shape of Lies

      Yesterday, Scott was dead. Today, he’s back.

      And Anna doesn’t believe in ghosts.

      

      Right Behind You

      Some doors should not be opened.

      Some can never be closed.

      

      Close Your Eyes

      Don’t let him under your skin. He’ll destroy you.

      Don’t fight him. He’ll win.

      Run. Never let him find you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STEPHANIE KING SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      And So It Begins

      Who will believe your story if the only witness is dead?

      

      The Murder Game

      What will happen when this terrible game is over?
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