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Prologue
It had been a night like so many others over the past few weeks, and as the woman looked down on the narrow street below her second-floor window, still dark at this pre-dawn hour, she finally admitted that she couldn’t take any more.
She raised her eyes to seek out the stars in the gaps between the buildings, but the sky was never completely black in central Manchester, the heavens polluted with endless street lights and overly bright shop windows. The incessant rumble of traffic created nothing more than background music that she had long ago learned to filter out, but sleep had eluded her once again because she never knew when the cries of the dead would pierce the silence and shatter any semblance of calm.
As the first resident in the north wing of this newly converted building, she had relished the isolation and was almost resentful of people gradually moving into the other apartments in her wing, while the south wing remained practically empty. Perhaps she should have made more effort to befriend her neighbours, to ask if they too heard the voices. But they wouldn’t understand, she was sure of that. They probably didn’t know or even care about the history of this building, a history that had fascinated and horrified her in equal measure.
She grasped the black tourmaline pendant where it hung against the skin of her chest, willing it to protect her from whatever was happening in this room. She felt the spirits around her – the spirits of children who had lived and died here. The building had been leased in the nineteenth century to accommodate the overflow from the huge New Bridge Street workhouse, and now those poor lost souls circled her, trying to tell her something, she was sure.
She had an affinity with the dead. It was something she had always known, but nobody believed her. This time, though, she knew these children wanted something from her and she was unable to help them.
At first she had heard laughter – the faintest echo of the happy sound reverberating around her sitting room. She hadn’t minded that. It had made her smile. But days later it had turned to crying – heart-wrenching sobs that made her want to reach out and touch the poor dead child. And it wasn’t just one voice she heard. Over the weeks she had sensed different cries, always starting with joy but ending with tears.
Only the long hours between nightfall and dawn were strangely silent, the spirits resting perhaps. During that time the woman prowled the apartment, unable to soothe the souls trapped within these walls.
She fingered the tourmaline again, and reached down to rub the smooth blue angelite crystal resting in a bowl on the table, a stone she had selected from her treasured gems to help her communicate with angels. But it wasn’t working, and the effort of trying to make contact, to free the spirits of these children from captivity, was draining her of energy.
It was time to leave them to their sadness.
*
Fifteen miles to the north of Manchester, Bernie Gray turned up the collar of his bright green hi-vis jacket against the thin drizzle that had plagued them for the last two days. He didn’t mind the rain and barely noticed it. He had other things on his mind.
He gave the dog lead in his left hand a gentle tug. Their new puppy, bought for his daughter two weeks earlier as a much-wanted Christmas present, was slightly more reluctant to go for a walk than she had been. Two minutes ago Zena had been prancing around in excitement, weaving between his legs. But that was in the warmth of the kitchen. She obviously had different thoughts now she was outside.
Bernie had been on dog-walking duty each morning since Zena had arrived on Christmas Eve, and although it was not yet 6am, he felt the exercise was doing him good, even though for now it was just a short loop until the puppy’s little legs grew stronger. Most mornings Bernie saw it as an opportunity to prepare himself for the day ahead. It also gave him time to focus on the persistent worry that hardly let go of him for a second.
This morning, though, he was thinking about the conversation he had had with his daughter, Scarlett. Not really a conversation. It was more of an accusation, and he needed to find a way to fix it.
‘Come on, Zena,’ he said softly as he coaxed the little chocolate Labrador along their usual route – following the road, down the path behind the church, out into the lane beyond, then back towards home. The circuit took no more than fifteen minutes and he never met anyone when he was out – the early hour and the chilly, damp mornings saw to that.
He turned left onto the path and looked up at the church tower, standing starkly against the dark blue of a sky that wasn’t going to lighten any time soon. He looked down at his feet, trying to avoid the worst of the puddles, which Zena, now accustomed to the cold, happily trotted through, her brand-new collar with its blue LEDs reflecting off the black water.
He was going to have to decide what to tell Scarlett – how to answer her questions. Not with the whole truth, obviously. But he was sure he could think of an explanation that she might accept, some watered-down version of the truth that a thirteen-year-old might understand. When he had seen her face that morning and heard the disgust in her voice, his guts had knotted. He couldn’t lose Scarlett. He knew he was out of options. He had to put this right and accept the consequences.
Bernie turned onto the narrow lane that ran back towards home. The drystone walls on either side of the single track created a wind tunnel, and he bent forward slightly to keep the worst of the drizzle off his face. He looked down at Zena, and smiled at the sight of her. With her wet fur she looked like a drowned rat. As he watched, she lifted her head and her ears went up. Zena stopped.
‘Come on, Zena,’ Bernie said, raising his voice slightly against the wind. ‘Get a move on.’
What had she heard? Her head was cocked slightly to one side, but it wasn’t until a pale glow relieved the darkness surrounding him that he realised there was a car on the lane ahead, approaching slowly, its dimmed headlamps creating gleaming pools of warm yellow light on the lane.
Bernie lifted his head and held his hand out, asking the driver to stop. There was no grass verge to move to so the car could pass, no farm gate to slip through.
The car drew to a halt about ten metres ahead. Bernie nodded his thanks, hoping the driver could see the small amount of his face that was peering out from beneath the hood of his green jacket. He picked Zena up so they could squeeze through the narrow gap between the car and the wall.
As he grasped her wriggling body he heard a sound he wasn’t expecting. The driver was revving his engine, probably indicating that Bernie should hurry up. Holding Zena close to his chest, he started to move towards the car – but not as quickly as the car moved towards him, its headlamps now on full beam, blinding him.
There was nowhere to go.
Bernie’s last thought before the car hit him and Zena was that now he would never get the chance to put things right with his daughter.
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Eighteen Months Later
The sound of a door closing upstairs should have given Natalie Gray sufficient warning that she wasn’t going to be alone for much longer, but her eyes were locked on to the computer screen and her heart was pounding.
‘Oh God,’ she whispered as she stared at the images in front of her. ‘Please tell me this is work-related.’
Her words were barely audible, but finally Ed’s cheerful whistling penetrated her consciousness as it grew ever closer and she quickly and silently closed the lid of his laptop and hurried across to the kettle, snatching it off its base and thrusting it under the cold tap, as if she had been standing by the sink all the time.
She shouldn’t have been looking at Ed’s computer, but she had wanted to check the weather for the day. She had gone to his browser history to see if the forecast site was there, and it probably was. But she hadn’t made it that far.
‘Do you want a cup of tea, Ed?’ she asked. Trying for bright and cheerful, her voice sounded brittle to her own ears, but she needed to think about what she had seen before she made any rash judgements. Their relationship was so new, and any accusation right now could fracture it into a million shattered pieces.
‘That would be lovely. Yes please, darling.’
As she composed her face and turned towards Ed she was surprised to see him in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He was a big man with a broad, muscular frame, and he carried all his clothes well – from today’s attire to his formal police uniform.
‘I thought you were on duty this morning,’ she said, pulling a mug from the rack and adding a teabag, trying desperately to be her normal chatty self. Usually she loved working in this kitchen with its shiny white units and black granite worktop, but right now she would have given anything to be miles away.
‘I should have been, but I told one of the lads I’d do his nights this week. His wife’s just had their third, and he’s volunteered for the midnight feed to give her a bit of sleep. You don’t mind, do you, Nat?’ He gave her a worried glance. ‘I know it means you’ll be on your own at night, but I couldn’t refuse him.’
Natalie gave him a smile and hoped it didn’t look as shaky as she felt. A small voice in her head told her she was being stupid, overreacting. There was bound to be an explanation.
‘I don’t mind at all, but you’ll have Scarlett under your feet during the day. If she’s got friends round or she’s playing her music too loud when you’re trying to sleep, feel free to ask her to keep it down. It’s your house, and she needs to respect that.’
‘No, it’s our house. I love having Scarlett here, and her friends are always welcome. I love having you both here.’
Ed moved around the kitchen island. ‘Come here, Nat.’ He smiled and pulled her gently towards him.
She put her arms around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. Ed’s hugs had seen her through the darkest times, and his broad shoulders had been cried on more often than she could count. There was something about being held in these strong arms that had always made her feel she had reached a place of safety. But not today.
It was eighteen months now since Natalie’s husband Bernie had died when a stolen car of joyriders had ploughed into him and their beautiful chocolate-brown Labrador puppy, killing them both. During months of crippling grief for the man she had been in love with since she was seventeen, Ed had been her saviour in so many ways. He had been hurting almost as much as she had, because Bernie and Ed – different as they were – had been best friends since they were five years old.
She would never forget the dreadful moment when Megan, Bernie’s friend and colleague, had arrived to give her the shocking news. Biting her cheek to prevent her emotion from showing and quieter than Natalie had ever known her, Megan had moved discreetly around the house, answering the phone, calling friends and family to save Natalie that painful process.
From the start, though, Natalie had felt that nobody could comfort her the way Ed could. He had rushed to be with her as soon as he heard, and since then had been there for her every step of the way. But right now, with his arms holding her close, she could feel her body stiffen with tension as alarm bells rang at the back of her mind. What she had seen on Ed’s laptop had left her questioning everything she knew about him.
Why had he never married? His slightly olive skin and high cheekbones gave him an exotic look, and he was a kind and thoughtful man. He would have been a catch for anyone, so why had every relationship he’d ever had ended within weeks, or at best months?
Putting her hands on Ed’s hips, she pushed him gently away.
‘Is there something the matter, Nat?’ he asked, bending slightly so that his eyes looked into hers. At five feet ten inches herself, he didn’t have to bend too far, but Natalie couldn’t meet his probing gaze, and she turned her back on him to reach for a tea towel to wipe her already dry hands.
‘No, it’s nothing. Just thinking about work.’
‘Okay. Well I’ll pop upstairs and have a word with Scarlett, see if there’s anything she’d like to do today. I thought I might treat her to lunch, or maybe there’s something she’d like to see at the pictures if she’s not planning to meet up with her friends. We could make a day of it. I’ll be back for my cup of tea in a minute.’
Ed walked towards the door, and Natalie felt a rising tide of panic.
‘Wait!’
Ed turned, a puzzled expression on his face. ‘What’s up?’
‘Nothing. Nothing. I just remembered that I said Scarlett could come with me today. A bit of work experience, you know. Look, can you get the eggs on and I’ll go and wake her up? Thanks, love.’
Natalie pushed past Ed and scurried towards the stairs. She couldn’t look at him. He would be wondering what on earth was the matter, and the truth was she wasn’t sure she knew.
*
As she ran up the stairs, Natalie could feel her heart thudding.
‘Calm down,’ she whispered under her breath. She didn’t want Scarlett to see her like this. She would know something was wrong.
She reached the wide landing and turned left towards her daughter’s room. Ed’s house was so much bigger and more solid-feeling than their modern semi, and she had been glad to move here. Since Bernie died, their house had felt cold and empty, and night after night, unable to sleep and missing the warmth of her husband’s body next to hers in their bed, she had paced the floor until the early hours, wondering what the future would hold for herself and her daughter. She worried that she wouldn’t be enough for Scarlett on her own. How could she hope to provide the same amount of love as two parents?
She stopped and rested a hand on a chest of drawers, taking a deep breath to steady herself. Had it all been a huge mistake? Should they have stayed in their own house?
The relationship with Ed had sneaked up on Natalie. Three months after the anniversary of Bernie’s death Ed had called in, as he often did, to check she and Scarlett were all right, and as he was leaving his farewell hug had turned into something more. Natalie hadn’t wanted to let go of him, and gradually his arms had tightened around her. She had become conscious of every inch of his body, from the feel of his thighs pressed against hers to the warmth of his chest through the thin fabric of her T-shirt.
Ed had given a low groan and eased back.
‘Natalie,’ he’d said, and for a moment she thought she’d made a mistake. But his eyes were dark with longing and she reached up to kiss him gently on the mouth. It felt as if she had surfaced from the depths of despair into a bright and exciting new world – a safe one too, because that was how he made her feel. Steady Eddie, Bernie had called him. But even though he lacked her husband’s spontaneity, Ed made her feel cherished and brought warmth back into her heart.
They began to spend every spare moment together, but she’d had to admit to Ed that she didn’t feel comfortable with him staying at her house, sleeping on Bernie’s side of the bed.
‘I know what you mean,’ Ed had said when she told him of her reservations. ‘This is Bernie’s house – and yours and Scarlett’s, obviously. Look, this might be a big step, but when you feel the time’s right, why don’t you both come and live with me? My house has more space, and if you’re not ready to sleep next to me every night you can have your own bedroom. I don’t want to rush you.’
Natalie had known Ed for as long as she had known Bernie, so it had seemed an easy decision, and two months later she and Scarlett had moved in.
Megan had cautioned her against the move.
‘Are you certain it’s not too soon, Nat? I know it’s difficult adjusting to being alone, but please make sure you’re ready for this.’
Natalie had ignored her advice. But had Megan been right?
She heard Ed in the hall below. She hadn’t had time to process what she had seen – to decide what she should do – but if he found her here, leaning against the furniture and staring into thin air, he would know something was wrong.
At the far end of the landing Scarlett’s door was ajar, and as Natalie hurried towards it she could see her daughter’s red wavy hair spread over the pillow. Just her nose was poking above the bedclothes, the freckles that she hated so much showing against the pale cream of her skin. Natalie’s breath caught in her throat. Scarlett was so beautiful, even if she couldn’t see it herself. She blamed Natalie for the red hair and her father for skin that couldn’t bear too much sun.
As if sensing that she was being watched, Scarlett’s eyes slowly opened. She stretched her arms above her head and yawned.
‘What are you doing lurking in the doorway, Mum?’
Natalie painted a smile on her face and walked over to the bed. She sat on the edge and reached out a hand to gently push the hair away from Scarlet’s forehead.
‘You need to get up, sweetheart. You’re coming into work with me today.’
Scarlett’s look of horror said it all. ‘What? Why?’
‘Because Ed will have things to do, and besides, I like having you with me.’
‘But I’m on holiday! Why can’t I stay at home and chill? I’m fifteen, Mum. I am old enough to be left alone, you know, or I could go to Gracie’s. I said I’d call her when I was up.’
Natalie knew she had probably been overprotective of Scarlett recently and she didn’t want to stifle the girl. But this was different. She stood up and moved away from the bed.
‘Well, you can have a look round the shops, and if there are any tops you like I’ll come out with you at lunchtime and we’ll see if there’s anything worth buying. You need some things for the summer anyway. Does that make it sound any more enticing?’
Scarlett shrugged. ‘A bit, I suppose.’
Natalie hated what she was doing and turned away before Scarlett could sense her confusion. ‘Just get up, love. We’re out of here in thirty minutes. Okay?’
She didn’t wait for her daughter’s reply. She made her way downstairs to get on with the breakfast, forcing the images she had seen on Ed’s computer from her mind.
As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she was surprised to see him walking towards her, jangling his car keys.
‘Are you going out?’
‘Sorry, Nat. I’ve bollocksed things up a bit. I was supposed to pick Joe up on my way to shift this morning, and when I agreed to swap to nights I forgot to tell him. His wife’s gone off in his car, so now he’s stuck.’
That was typical of Ed. He took on everyone else’s problems and never let anyone down. So why couldn’t she just trust him?
‘Don’t look like that, darling,’ he said. ‘It’s my fault, so I’d better sort it. I’ll only be about forty minutes, but you’ll probably have gone by the time I get back.’
Ed leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss on the lips. ‘I’ll see you tonight, and I’ll cook before I go to work. I’ll make you my famous lasagne.’ He gave Natalie a smile, and when hers was less cheerful than normal he looked puzzled. ‘Don’t be cross – it’s only breakfast I’m missing.’
Natalie shook her head and tried to widen her smile as he opened the front door. With one last grin he was gone.
The smile dropping from her face, Natalie quickly walked through to the kitchen, leaving the door open so she would be able to hear Scarlett coming downstairs. She strode across to the table and lifted the lid of the laptop. The screen sprang to life and Natalie took a deep breath. She shouldn’t be doing this. She had never spied on Bernie in all their time together – she had never felt the need – and this felt so wrong. But she hadn’t been spying that morning. She had never intended to scrutinise Ed’s browser history, but this time there was no excuse. She was actively checking it out. Her hands were shaking so much that she clicked the wrong option and silently cursed herself. Scarlett would be down soon – she needed to be quick.
She took a breath to calm herself and this time managed to steer the mouse to the history button. She clicked and the list of recent sites was displayed. There were ten items, but the site she had been looking at earlier had gone.
Ed had deleted it.
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It seemed remarkably quiet in the office for a Monday morning, and DCI Tom Douglas couldn’t help wondering what particular set of circumstances had deterred the underworld of Greater Manchester from causing the usual weekend chaos.
His thoughts were interrupted as footsteps approached his office, and he struggled to hide his pleasure as he studiously pretended to focus on the spreadsheet of crime figures in front of him.
The footsteps stopped, and still he didn’t look up.
‘Ta-dah!’
Tom slowly raised his eyes to the figure standing in the doorway, posed with arms spread out from her body as if taking a curtain call on stage.
Tom said nothing.
‘Glad to see me back?’ Becky Robinson grinned at him expectantly.
Tom was struck by how much thinner she was than before her illness, but her dark hair was as shiny and bouncy as ever, and it seemed she had lost none of her sparkle.
‘Beside myself with joy,’ Tom said in a bored voice, dropping his head back to the paperwork to hide his smile.
‘Huh. Well, I’ll just go again, shall I?’ Becky asked.
Tom didn’t have a chance to answer before another body appeared in the doorway, dressed in a dazzling white shirt and a pair of trousers with creases so sharp you could cut yourself.
‘Oh. Sorry, sir, ma’am. I hadn’t realised you were busy. I came to see if you would like coffee, sir?’
‘Thanks, Keith. That would be great.’ Tom nodded at the newcomer.
‘Ma’am?’
‘I’m good, thanks.’
Tom raised his eyebrows and gave Becky a smile as Keith spun on his heel and marched off to make the coffee.
‘See how well I’ve been looked after?’
For a moment Tom thought she was taking him seriously and he felt a stab of remorse. He pushed his chair back and stood up, not quite sure whether he should give Becky a hug or shake her hand. Since she had nearly died after throwing herself in a river in an abortive rescue mission, their relationship had changed. He had realised how much she brightened his days and how much he relied on her spirited determination to get the job done. He covered his momentary confusion by circumventing his desk to pull out a chair for her.
‘Sit,’ he said. ‘And seriously, you’ve no idea how glad I am to have you back.’
‘Keith not cutting the mustard, then?’ she asked as she sat down, her grin spreading.
Tom compromised on the hug by giving Becky’s shoulder a quick squeeze as he walked back around his desk.
‘Keith’s a perfectly competent DS who we decided might benefit from a temporary DI position in your absence. He makes an excellent cup of coffee.’ Tom said no more. He wasn’t in the habit of denigrating any of his team, but Keith’s obsequiousness had driven him to distraction. ‘Are you now fully recovered at last?’
‘Well, I do apologise for the inconvenience of my absence. But sadly the contents of the River Irwell didn’t agree with my delicate constitution.’
Tom knew what an understatement that was. After treating Becky for shock and monitoring her vital signs for a couple of days, the hospital had let her go home and, being Becky, she had come straight back to work. But a few days later she had been taken seriously ill again. It turned out she had ingested some vicious parasite. It took time for it to work its way out of her system, and it had left her weak and underweight. In the three months she had been off Tom had missed her, and he was delighted to see her looking bright and cheerful again.
A sharp knock on the open door diverted his attention for a moment.
‘Your coffee, sir.’ Keith placed the coffee, in a cup and saucer rather than in his usual mug, on the desk. ‘Are you sure I can’t get you anything, ma’am?’
Becky shook her head.
‘DI Robinson will come and find you when we’ve finished, Keith, and you can do your handover. Thanks for the coffee.’
‘My pleasure, sir.’ For a moment Keith looked as if he was about to click his heels together and salute, but he just lowered his head in acknowledgement and reversed out of the door, closing it softly behind him.
Becky grinned at Tom, but he ignored her and stuck to business.
‘Keith will bring you up to date on any current cases, but it’s been slightly less hectic than usual for some reason. I don’t suppose the peace will last, though.’
As if on cue, Tom’s phone rang. He shrugged his shoulders and picked it up.
*
Becky watched Tom’s look of concentration as he listened to whoever was on the other end of the call. He picked up a pen and started to doodle on his pad – not, as Becky knew, because he wasn’t listening. But the more intense the conversation, the more expressive his doodles became. He broke off in the middle of constructing a particularly elaborate elliptical shape to write a few words on his pad and lifted his eyes to look at Becky.
Must be a case, Becky thought.
She wasn’t sure if she was pleased or not. She was keen to get back into the swing of things, but there was something she had to say to Tom, something that was going to be difficult, and she had no way of knowing how he was going to respond. She valued their relationship, but what she was about to do might be going a step too far, and if it all went wrong – if Tom reacted badly – it could seriously screw things up. She could lose him.
He put the phone down, closed his eyes and shook his head slowly.
‘What’s up?’ she asked. ‘New case?’
‘No. Not new. Philippa wants to talk to me about the death of a police officer eighteen months ago. Hit-and-run. It was a stolen car, and it was found burned out on Blackstone Edge so it’s always been assumed it was joyriders, although nobody was ever caught.’
‘So why are they looking again now?’
Tom shrugged. ‘Who knows? Maybe someone has developed a conscience and decided to come clean.’
He smiled at Becky’s expression of disbelief.
‘I know, not very likely, but I’d better go and talk to Philippa about it.’
Becky knew that once Tom disappeared behind the door of Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley’s office he was likely to be there for a while. Although Philippa was Tom’s boss, it had once been the other way round and they had an intriguing relationship, taking every available opportunity to share thoughts and ideas. Philippa, in theory, scoffed at Tom’s famous gut feelings about cases because she went strictly by the book – at least most of the time – but that never stopped her from asking his opinion. Philippa scared the hell out of Becky, so she kept all contact with the woman to a minimum.
She stood up to leave and turned at the doorway, hoping and praying she wasn’t about to blush.
‘Tom, I know today’s not ideal if you’re going to be tied up with Philippa, but do you think that tomorrow – or maybe later in the week – we could meet up out of work for a drink? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.’
Tom looked up from his desk, where he had been attempting to reorder the chaotic pile of papers before leaving. ‘Sure,’ he said with a slight note of surprise. ‘Will Mark be joining us?’
‘No,’ Becky said. Mark, her boyfriend, had to be kept out of this. ‘If you can spare the time, I’d really like to buy you a drink. And I might need one myself. Later in the week?’
She could sense his puzzlement, but as he reached for his jacket he nodded. ‘Okay. Whenever you like. I haven’t got any plans after today.’
Becky let out a long breath. Mission stage one completed, she thought.
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It had to be said that Natalie’s day in the office with Scarlett hadn’t been a resounding success. Scarlett had been bored and Natalie hadn’t been able to concentrate. Her daughter was clearly not interested in the world of corporate PR, so Natalie had packed up early, knowing she would have time to catch up that evening while Ed was working and Scarlett was stretched full length on the sofa, watching whatever scintillating soap she was currently following.
Their day together had started badly, with Scarlett’s resentment at having to get out of bed to trail into town with her mum creating a level of tension that Natalie had found hard to break down, but at least the journey wasn’t too long since the new Metrolink line had opened.
When they arrived in Manchester, Natalie had set Scarlett free to wander the Arndale Centre, but she had turned up at the office halfway through the morning saying it was no fun on her own and, despite an hour of shopping together at lunchtime, Natalie could see that her daughter was fed up.
Taking Scarlett with her had been a knee-jerk reaction, and she was beginning to feel ridiculous. Ed was a policeman. There were any number of reasons why he might have been looking at that site on his laptop, and she could of course just ask him. That would be the sensible thing to do.
But Natalie didn’t always do the sensible thing. Sometimes she hid from the truth, hoping it would go away. There had been times with Bernie when she had wondered if he was keeping things from her, but generally – if she ignored her worries – life settled back into its comfortable balance with no harm done. Maybe she should trust her instincts about Ed and think positively.
Scarlett barely spoke on the way home, but Natalie hardly noticed as she agonised over what to do. Pulling her car into the drive she still hadn’t come to a decision, and she turned to her daughter.
‘Do you mind putting the kettle on, sweetheart? I’m going to dump these things in my room and get out of my work clothes.’
‘I don’t know why you keep calling it your room, Mum. I do know where you sleep, you know. And it’s fine with me. I like Ed. I keep telling you, I’m not a kid.’
‘Of course you’re not, and I’ve never tried to pretend I sleep there. It’s just useful to have a room where I can keep all the things I moved out of our house – especially the boxes of your dad’s stuff. You know what a hoarder he was, and I had to put it all somewhere until I feel like going through it. That’s why I call it my room.’
Scarlett rolled her eyes as if to say, ‘Whatever’ and got out of the car. As they walked towards the house there was a shout from beyond the hedge. Scarlett’s friend Gracie was walking by. Scarlett grinned for the first time that day and ran off to talk to her. Natalie picked up the discarded carrier bags and unlocked the front door, leaving it open for her daughter.
She glanced into the kitchen but there was no sign of Ed, so she kicked off her shoes and went upstairs to her room. She pushed open the door and stopped, her hand resting on the doorknob.
Ed looked up quickly from where he sat on the floor, a half-empty cardboard box resting between his knees, the contents spread around him.
His face flushed. ‘I didn’t hear the door,’ he said.
‘Clearly,’ Natalie answered, not bothering to hide the irritation in her voice. ‘Otherwise no doubt you’d have hastily put everything back in the box. What’s going on? Why are you looking through Bernie’s things?’
Ed looked lost. His eyes were wide and his mouth slightly open, as if he were hunting for the right words.
‘I lent him something a few years ago, and I thought it might be in this box.’
‘Really? What was it, exactly?’ It was clear that Ed was clutching at straws.
‘I lent him a DVD – Reservoir Dogs – and he never gave it back to me.’
Natalie looked at him. Could that be true?
‘Why didn’t you ask me for it, rather than go searching through his boxes?’
Ed lifted himself off the floor, resting on his haunches, and began putting the papers, notebooks and other odds and ends back in the box, his eyes avoiding Natalie’s as he neatly replaced each item.
‘I didn’t realise there were any secrets, Nat. I’m sorry.’
‘There aren’t any secrets. But maybe just ask next time,’ she said quietly as she turned and left the room.
She needed to be alone, to think. Why was Ed being so secretive? She headed for the bathroom and sat down on the toilet seat, resting her head in her hands.
Her mind flashed back to an occasion a few days after they had moved in. She had gone into what they referred to as her room and stood in the doorway, looking around. Things had been moved. She knew she had put a jumper on top of one of the boxes, but it wasn’t there. It was on the bed. At the time she had assumed Scarlett had been looking for something and thought no more about it.
But what if it hadn’t been Scarlett? What if Ed had been systematically going through Bernie’s things? And if he had, why?
*
Scarlett and Ed were leaning against the island when Natalie finally walked into the kitchen, both laughing at something on Scarlett’s phone. Ed reached out his arm and put it around Scarlett’s shoulders, running his hand up and down the bare skin at the top of her arm.
Natalie froze. Should he be doing that? Wasn’t that too familiar?
They both looked towards her, smiles on their faces. When they saw her stony stare, their smiles faded.
‘Mum?’
Natalie shook herself. ‘Did you make me that cup of tea, Scarlett?’
‘Err, yes. But that was, like, hours ago. Where’ve you been?’
Natalie could sense Ed’s eyes trying to penetrate her thoughts, but she had to shut him out.
‘Sorry. I didn’t feel great. Must have been that prawn sandwich I had at lunchtime. I’m okay now. What were you laughing at?’
Scarlett stayed where she was but held her phone out. ‘It’s a daft video that’s been posted on Instagram. Have a look.’
Dropping his arm from Scarlett’s shoulder, Ed walked towards the kettle. ‘Why don’t you sit down, Nat? Scarlett can show you the video while I make you a fresh cup of tea.’
Natalie walked into the dining area and pulled out a chair, watching her daughter carefully. She didn’t seem to mind Ed touching her, and until this morning it wouldn’t have occurred to Natalie to think twice about it. Now, though, it made her uncomfortable.
Ed bent down to the washing machine while the kettle was boiling and started to pull out their laundry. All of their laundry, including Scarlett’s underwear.
‘Leave it, Ed. I’ll do it.’ Natalie could hear the suppressed anger in her voice, and struggled to ignore the looks she was getting from her daughter.
Ed lifted his hands as if she were pointing a gun at him. ‘Fine. I’m due on shift in an hour anyway. The lasagne is made – it just needs to go into the oven for about forty minutes. I’ll go and get changed.’
He walked out of the door and Scarlett could no longer be ignored.
‘Mum, what the hell’s got into you? Why are you being so horrible?’
Natalie couldn’t answer. But she had to find out how Scarlett felt about Ed.
‘Do you wish we’d stayed at our house, Scarlett? Tell me the truth, because you’re the one that counts now.’
Scarlett’s face collapsed as tears sprang into her eyes. She leaned towards Natalie. ‘You’re going bonkers, Mum. Ed is so good to us both – we’re lucky to have him. Everything was fine yesterday. Why are you trying to mess it all up?’ Scarlett grabbed her phone from the worktop and stomped out of the door.
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Ed hadn’t come home from his shift by the time Natalie had to leave for work the next morning. She wasn’t happy leaving Scarlett alone in the house with him for the day, but she didn’t know what else she could do without making a scene, and Scarlett had said she was going round to Gracie’s in the afternoon.
She had tried all night to rationalise everything, but she kept remembering other small things, actions that had seemed meaningless at the time but suddenly seemed significant. A few days previously Natalie had gone up to bed, leaving Ed downstairs. But when she came down unexpectedly for a glass of water he had hastily closed the lid of his laptop, and he looked guilty – there was no other word for it.
She hadn’t said anything – it was his house, and they still had to get used to each other – but on top of her earlier suspicions she now knew for certain that Ed hadn’t been looking for a DVD in Bernie’s box. She had checked Ed’s movie collection and Reservoir Dogs was right there. He was lying to her, and for her daughter’s sake Natalie was going to have to bite the bullet and talk to him. She had left a message on his mobile, saying she would be back early because there was something they needed to discuss before he went to work that evening. In the meantime, though, Scarlett was going to be alone with him in the house.
As she drove into the car park to pick up the tram into Manchester, Natalie put her phone on speaker and called Alison, her best friend since primary school. As a teacher of teenagers, Alison could always be trusted to help out with Scarlett.
‘Ali, it’s Nat.’
‘Hey, Nat.’ She could hear Alison yawning and realised that she had woken her friend up.
‘Sorry. I know that now school’s on holiday you were probably having a lie-in, but I need your help.’
‘Go on.’ Alison still sounded half asleep. ‘I’m listening, sort of.’
‘I’m a bit worried about Scarlett and I don’t like the idea of her being on her own all day.’
‘Isn’t Ed there?’
Natalie should have thought of this before she called. Her pause lasted too long.
‘Nat?’ Alison said.
‘Yes, but he’s on nights so he’ll be sleeping. Could you call round unannounced at some point to check she’s all right?’
‘Of course I can. But why? Is something wrong?’
Natalie wasn’t ready to talk about this to anyone but Ed. She shuddered at the thought.
‘No, I’d just like to know she’s okay while I’m gone.’
‘Not a problem. Any particular time in mind?’
‘Not really. Oh bugger!’
‘What’s up?’ Alison asked
‘I’ve forgotten my bloody laptop. I don’t usually take it home, so I didn’t think about it. Shit! I’ll have to go back and get it.’
Promising to call her friend back, Natalie turned the car round and made her way home, worried that this would make her late for the morning meeting. Not a good start to the day.
*
She wasn’t surprised to see Ed’s car in the drive. His shift would have finished about half an hour ago, and they only lived ten minutes from the police station. She expected him to be in the kitchen eating up the remains of the lasagne, a habit that Natalie deplored but one that he and Bernie had in common. Cold lasagne, cold pizza, cold curry – when they came back from a night on duty it was their standard fare.
When she saw the kitchen was empty she realised that Ed had probably already gone to bed, so she tiptoed up the stairs. The bathroom door was open with steam billowing out, so it seemed he had only just had a shower and might still be awake. Maybe now would be a good time to talk.
As she walked towards their room, she saw Scarlett’s door was half open and glanced in to see if her daughter was up yet. She stopped dead. Sitting on the bed with nothing more than a towel around his waist was Ed, the dark hairs on his chest still glistening with droplets of water. Scarlett was sitting up in her vest top and knickers, the bedclothes kicked away, and Ed had his arms around her daughter, stroking the naked flesh of her back.
Natalie felt as if all the breath had left her body. For what seemed like minutes her mind struggled to comprehend what her eyes were seeing. Then a white-hot fury took hold and she flung back the bedroom door.
‘What in God’s name is going on here?’ she said, her voice shaking as she carefully enunciated each word. ‘Get away from her, Ed. Get your hands off her. Now.’
She strode towards him and grabbed his arm, yanking him off the bed.
‘Nat, what’s up?’ he said, grasping the flimsy towel, the shock in his voice only too apparent.
‘What the fuck do you think is up? You’re naked – or as good as – and you’re holding my daughter in your arms. Get the hell out of this room. Now, Ed.’
Scarlett pulled the covers up to her chin as if in defence, her face crumpling as tears flooded her eyes. ‘Why are you being like this, Mum? Ed was just comforting me, like he’s done hundreds of times before.’
‘I bet he has,’ Natalie responded, her voice little more than a hiss. What had she done, leaving her daughter in this man’s care? How long had this been going on?
Ed was reaching a hand towards Natalie as if in supplication, his eyes wide with alarm. ‘I heard Scarlett crying when I came out of the bathroom, so I came to see if she was okay. What’s wrong with that?’
‘Get out,’ Natalie spat, sitting down on the bed by Scarlett, reaching out to hold her daughter. ‘It’s okay, sweetheart. You haven’t done anything wrong, I promise. Get up and get dressed now. Put some clothes in a bag. We’re leaving.’
Scarlett’s face was flushed and stained with tears.
‘Mum, you’re being ridiculous.’ Her voice rose on the second syllable and ended on a sob.
‘Don’t argue, Scarlett. We’re going. I’ll be downstairs when you’re ready.’
*
Ed was pacing backwards and forwards on the landing and he turned on Natalie as soon as she came out of the room.
‘What on earth are you thinking, Nat? No, scratch that. I know what you’re thinking. Are you insane? I wouldn’t touch Scarlett – you must know that.’ His earlier horror at Natalie’s reaction had changed to anger.
Natalie walked past him. She didn’t want to have this conversation right outside Scarlett’s door. She went into the bedroom she had been sharing with Ed and held the door open, her limbs trembling with emotion. He followed, and as she pushed the door shut he reached out to her again, but Natalie stepped away, arms folded, staring at this man that she had thought she knew so well.
‘Natalie, please. Think about it,’ Ed said, fighting to keep his tone level. ‘I’ve known Scarlett since she was born. I’m her godfather. She’s just a kid – a kid who cries for her dad when you’re not there because she blames herself for his death. All she can say over and over is that if she hadn’t wanted a puppy – a puppy that had to be walked first thing in the morning when it was too dark for a thirteen-year-old to be out on her own – her dad would never have been out on that lane, and he wouldn’t be dead.’
‘Do you think I don’t know that?’
‘Of course you know that.’ Ed lowered his voice, clearly conscious that Scarlett might hear. ‘But Scarlett doesn’t realise that you do and she tries to hide it from you. She cries for him. It’s getting less and less, and as far as I know this is the first time since you’ve moved in. But she used to come to me after school when she knew I wasn’t on shift. She never told you, and she asked me not to.’
Natalie felt her anger threaten to choke her. ‘How dare you? How could you not have told me that she was struggling so much? I’m her mother.’
Ed tutted as if Natalie was entirely missing the point. ‘Yes, and the poor kid doesn’t want to upset you. If I’d told you and she’d found out, she wouldn’t have had me to come to, would she? And then where would she have gone?’
‘To Alison.’
To Natalie’s amazement, Ed laughed. ‘To Alison. Right.’
‘What’s wrong with that?’
Ed looked into her eyes and shook his head. He paused before he spoke. ‘Nothing,’ he said, his voice quiet. ‘Nothing at all.’
‘I’ve no idea what you’ve suddenly got against Alison. But right now I don’t care.’ Maybe Ed was trying to change the subject – to move away from the one issue that counted – but she wasn’t going to let that happen. ‘Nothing you say can make this better, Ed. There’s no way you should have been touching her when neither of you were dressed.’
Ed blew out a long breath. ‘Okay. It won’t happen again, even though it never occurred to me that I was doing anything wrong. Let’s all calm down, shall we?’
‘I’m not bloody calming down – there’s not a chance of that. We’re leaving. I’ve asked Scarlett to pack some things, and that’s what I’m going to do. And then we’re gone.’
Natalie walked over to the wardrobe and threw the door open. Ed followed her and stood close, but it seemed he thought twice about touching her. His voice broke as he spoke, as if for the first time he realised he was about to lose her.
‘For Christ’s sake, Nat, you’re being bloody ridiculous. Where are you going to go? Your house is rented out, and Alison’s not got a functioning spare room in her cottage until the renovation’s complete.’
‘It’s none of your business where we go. We need some space between us while I decide what to do.’
‘What do you mean?’
Natalie randomly pulled trousers, skirts and tops from the wardrobe and threw them on the bed. Not that it mattered what she took. At the moment it felt as if nothing mattered any more. But she had to keep busy or the sadness welling up inside her would overwhelm her. She had wanted so badly for this to work, for her and Scarlett to be back inside a warm, loving home.
She turned and forced herself to look Ed in the eye, hating herself for how much she wanted to go to him and feel the comfort of his arms.
‘You were Bernie’s best friend, and you’ve been a good friend to me, Ed. But men who like young kids are sick. I should report you. But I need to calm down first.’
Ed looked at her with shock. ‘Report me for comforting your daughter when she was crying? I’m sorry neither of us had many clothes on. Big mistake. My bad…whatever you like. But report me?’
He took a step towards her again, and she could see the fury in his eyes. For a moment she thought he was going to reach out and shake her. She stood her ground and spoke quietly, disgust dripping from every syllable.
‘No, Ed. Report you for the filth you were looking at on your computer – the site you’ve now erased from your history. Conveniently. They were kids, Ed. Just teenagers. How could you?’
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Tom knocked once on Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley’s door and heard her peremptory call of, ‘Come.’ It made him smile, although he knew it irritated the hell out of some of his colleagues. He would always remember his first introduction to Philippa as a trainee detective when the thought of seeing a rat nearly made her pass out, so when she was being particularly overbearing he always thought of that moment, and she knew it.
Tom pushed open the door. Philippa didn’t look up from her desk, and he sat down without waiting for her invitation. Their meeting yesterday had been cut short – in fact, it had only lasted about two minutes before she got a call from the chief constable’s office demanding her presence for what was apparently a more important meeting. The fact that they were probably discussing how to save money instead of how to save lives irritated Tom, but some things never changed.
Philippa scribbled something on the bottom of a sheet of paper and then placed it neatly in the central tray of the three-tier black-mesh stack at the side of her otherwise empty desk. She looked at Tom expectantly, clearly waiting for him to speak.
‘I would recap on where we were up to yesterday, but as we were precisely nowhere, shall we start again?’ he asked.
‘Fine,’ Philippa said. ‘Eighteen months ago a police sergeant from the north of the region was knocked down and killed by a car. The driver failed to stop. It was dark, the roads were wet, and he was hit head-on. He was killed instantly. As was the dog – not that that’s important.’
Tom raised his eyebrows and said nothing. As a dog lover he wasn’t too keen on the poor animal being considered irrelevant.
‘I presume it was investigated at the time?’ Tom asked.
‘Absolutely, but without a satisfactory conclusion. The car was stolen, of course, and was found as a burned-out wreck up on the moors later that day. The paint fragments at the scene and on the victim’s clothing were matched with the make and model of the stolen vehicle, and the good news is that they managed to get some DNA. It seems someone in the car had been drinking out of a half-bottle of whisky. The bottle shattered in the fire, but the neck was relatively intact. As we never caught the driver and the DNA didn’t match anyone on file, there was nobody to compare it to.’
Tom remembered the case, as he remembered every serving police officer who had died in or around Manchester during his time there. He had seen a picture of the man’s widow and child, and wondered how his own daughter, Lucy, would cope if anything happened to him. How sad that Bernie Gray would never have the chance to see his beautiful girl grow up.
‘Did we manage to track the car’s movements before or after Gray died?’ Tom said, snapping his mind back on to the job.
‘No. It seems the driver kept to the back roads away from any ANPR cameras, so we’ve no sightings of it that morning.’
‘So he knew the area.’
‘It would appear so, although it may have been luck.’
Tom frowned but didn’t answer. He knew the area north of Rochdale quite well, and although there were plenty of narrow lanes into the countryside, it was all too easy to turn down one and end up in someone’s farmyard.
‘There was no reason at all to suspect any kind of intent,’ Philippa continued. ‘Sergeant Gray was well liked. He’d obviously caught his share of lowlifes in his time, but nothing stood out enough for us to think it was anything other than an accident, particularly as there had been a number of cars stolen in the area in the weeks before his death. They stopped immediately after he was killed, and the thinking was that it was kids having their idea of fun. When they realised they’d killed a copper they stopped.’
‘So why the renewed interest?’ Tom asked.
Philippa pulled a sheet of paper from the bottom tray on her desk and handed it to Tom.
‘Yesterday morning a man was arrested and charged with aggravated burglary. His DNA matches that found on the whisky bottle.’
‘Open and shut case, then?’ Tom asked.
‘It sounds like it, but we need to talk to the man, see what he has to say for himself. And we have to make sure that we have a watertight case, so it will mean going over a lot of old ground.’ Philippa took the email back from Tom. ‘You’ve still got that DS on loan from division, haven’t you?’
‘Keith Sims, yes. He was acting DI in Becky’s absence, but she’s back now so I assumed he would be returning to his usual role.’
‘How is she? Fully recovered?’
‘Perky as ever, but very thin. I’ll go easy on her.’ Tom was tempted to tell Philippa that Becky had asked for a word with him in private. He really didn’t like the sound of that and wondered if she had lost her nerve as a result of the accident and might want to move out of his team into something less traumatic. But until he knew more there was no point involving Philippa, who would probably drag Becky up to her office and give her the third degree.
‘Quite. Well I suggest you keep DS Sims on your team for now. Clear it with division and put him on this. The SIO on the investigation has retired since Sergeant Gray was killed, so a fresh pair of eyes would be useful. But I don’t want you diverted on to what may well be a straightforward case. Just keep an eye on Sims, and get Becky to make sure he has everything covered. Sergeant Gray was one of ours, and we need to be sure there are no loopholes. This man has to go down for manslaughter at least.’
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Natalie had no memory of getting in the car and driving to Alison’s, but somehow she found herself sitting outside her friend’s lovely little cottage behind a skip full of rubble from the ongoing renovation and a white van that she guessed belonged to the builders.
Scarlett was huddled against the passenger door, as far away from her mother as she could get. She had been unable to pack for crying, and was still sobbing quietly. Natalie had been shaking so much that it had taken her a couple of traumatic hours to bundle together whatever they might need to get them through the next few weeks. Ed had stood quietly by, an expression of such devastation on his face that Natalie couldn’t bear to look at him. His silence made it all the more difficult to stay firm. She’d had to keep reminding herself of what she had seen and what she suspected.
She had left with the sound of Ed’s quiet words ringing in her ears.
‘Don’t go, Natalie. Please, darling. You’ve got nowhere to go. Where are you going to stay? Can I at least help you to find somewhere so I know you’re safe? I can make some calls for you.’
She had ignored him, but he was right about one thing. She hadn’t any idea where they were going to sleep.
There hadn’t been a chance to let Alison know they were coming, and as Natalie turned towards her daughter in an attempt to comfort her, she saw the unmistakable slender figure of her friend standing in the timber-framed porch of her cottage, arms folded, a frown of concern on her face.
‘Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get inside and we can talk,’ Natalie said to Scarlett, clearing her throat of unshed tears.
‘No.’ Scarlett’s tone was emphatic.
‘You can’t sit out here forever, love.’ She glanced out of the window and saw that Alison had left the porch and was walking towards them – she could see the top of her friend’s short auburn hair above the skip. She opened her door and wearily climbed out.
‘Nat? What are you doing here? You didn’t call me back earlier and I was getting worried. Are you okay?’ Alison asked, giving Natalie a tight hug.
She felt so insubstantial to Natalie, who instantly thought of Ed’s strong arms and broad chest. She tried to say, ‘I’ve left him,’ but couldn’t get the words out.
‘What’s up with Scarlett?’ Alison asked, bending down to peer through the car window. Dressed in tight emerald-green jeans and a white top, Alison looked even thinner than usual to Natalie, who had been worried for some time about her friend’s obsession with her weight.
‘She won’t come in,’ Natalie responded.
‘Why not give her a bit of space, then?’
Natalie hated to leave Scarlett right now, but the more pressure she put on her daughter to come inside, the more obstinate she would become. She made one last plea, but it fell on deaf ears, so Natalie reluctantly followed her friend into the cottage.
Alison lifted a curtain of plastic sheeting and opened the door to the one inhabitable room in the house, apologising for the mess and the buzz of a drill from upstairs. Natalie barely heard her as she headed to a chair by the window so she could keep an eye on her daughter while Alison clattered around in a makeshift kitchen area in the far corner of the room, muttering about dust from the building work.
Natalie hadn’t realised she was crying until tears splashed onto her clasped hands. She had tried so hard to hide how she was feeling for Scarlett’s sake, but now there was only Alison here, and nobody had seen her cry more often over the years than her friend.
‘Hey,’ Alison said as she set down a cup of coffee next to Natalie’s chair. ‘What’s up, honey? Is it Ed?’
She pushed a tissue into Natalie’s hand, knelt down and pulled her into a hug.
‘I can’t tell you, Ali. Not even you. It’s too awful.’ She couldn’t hold herself together any longer, and Alison held her, rocking her slowly until the shuddering sobs subsided.
‘Remember when we were kids,’ Alison said softly. ‘We were probably about fourteen and we used to lie on the bed at your house and talk about men – well, boys then, I suppose. We said we were never going to let them mess us about. We were invincible.’
Natalie almost smiled through her tears. She and Alison had been inseparable, and like all kids they had thought the life they were leading would never change.
‘It was because those boys in year ten were horrible to us, wasn’t it?’ Natalie said.
‘Yes, to start with. But the more we talked about it, the more we convinced ourselves that it was always going to be you and me against the world.’
Natalie sniffed. Alison was right. She had always been a great planner and had mapped out their future together. Natalie had gone along with the dream, but neither of them had taken into account the charms of a young man called Bernie Gray, who had swept Natalie off her feet.
Alison pulled her a bit tighter. ‘What we said then still stands. I don’t know what Ed’s done, but you don’t need him. You’ve got Scarlett, and you’ve got me. You’re not alone.’
‘But I’ve got nowhere to go, Ali. I suppose I could go and stay with my parents, but Scarlett wouldn’t be too impressed.’
Natalie’s parents had retired to inland Spain, but their home was in the middle of nowhere, and on Scarlett’s last visit she had been bored rigid after the first two days. There would be an uproar if Scarlett thought she had to stay there for a month, and Natalie couldn’t possibly take that much time off work.
‘I’m going to have to look for a short-term let until I can get my house back from the tenants. I don’t have any other choice.’
Natalie wiped her cheeks with the soggy tissue. She had to get a hold on herself. Scarlett couldn’t see her like this, and she needed to check if her daughter was okay.
Alison’s eyes were filled with concern. ‘I wish I could put you up, Nat, but I can’t. And short-term places are usually expensive.’ She stood up and dusted her knees. ‘Look, you drink your coffee and I’ll go out to the studio and print you a list of letting agents. Are you going to be okay now?’
Natalie nodded and smiled her thanks, reaching out to squeeze Alison’s hand.
‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ Alison said as she disappeared towards the garden shed that she rather grandly referred to as her studio.
Natalie stood up and stared out of the window, worrying about Scarlett and jumping every time a car came down the lane, wondering if it could be Ed, following her to explain everything, coming to take them home.
She was relieved when Alison returned after five minutes with several sheets of paper. At least calling some agents would take her mind off everything.
‘Here’s the list. It’s a long one, so I’m sure you’ll find something. Is it okay if I disappear for a while? I’ve got a few things I need to do online, so I’ll leave you in peace. But give me a shout if you need anything, won’t you?’
Natalie took the papers from her friend and stared at the top sheet. What was she doing? How had she managed to get them in this mess? She really didn’t know, but it was her job to get them out of it, so with a sigh she began the laborious task of making the calls. It didn’t take her long to realise that nobody had any short-term lets in her price range, but she left her name and mobile number with all of them, just in case something affordable turned up.
She popped out twice to try to talk to Scarlett. The car was heating up in the midday sun, and it had to be horribly uncomfortable. She had finally persuaded her daughter to at least get out of the car, if not come into the cottage, when her mobile rang.
‘Mrs Gray?’ a voice said.
Natalie didn’t recognise the number, so said a hesitant, ‘Yes.’
‘Don’t panic – I’m not trying to sell you cheaper electricity or anything.’ The young-sounding man at the other end of the line laughed as if he had said something funny. ‘I understand you’re looking for somewhere to rent for about a month?’
‘How do you know that?’ Natalie asked, unable to hide her suspicions. She didn’t trust anyone right now.
‘Well, I got back from a viewing five minutes ago and there was a note on my desk to call you. My name’s Peter Green – from Sheppard’s estate agents. Are you still looking, or have you already found somewhere?’
Natalie forced herself to relax and confirmed that she was indeed looking for an apartment. She listened as he talked her through the details. Thank goodness it was something she could afford.
‘If you’re interested, the keys will be with the caretaker any time after six this evening,’ he said. ‘Check the place over, and if you like it you can leave your deposit cheque with him. If you don’t, no harm done.’
With a sigh of relief that they might have somewhere to go, she put her arm around her daughter’s stiff shoulders and steered her into Alison’s cottage.
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It was late by the time Natalie and Scarlett arrived in central Manchester, but still just about light enough to see where they were. They had spent the rest of the day at Alison’s. In spite of Scarlett finally agreeing to go into the cottage, each time Alison tried to engage her in conversation her responses had been monosyllabic, and Natalie hadn’t really wanted to chat either. She felt confused and miserable, and only the cheerful racket of the builders singing along loudly to every song on their radio had covered the awkward silences.
Alison had finally excused herself to seek refuge in her studio again and, exhausted by emotion, Scarlett had fallen asleep on the sofa. Natalie sat watching her for hours, her horror at what might have been happening to her beautiful girl under her own eyes hitting her afresh every few minutes. She hoped and prayed she had spotted the signs in time, but she couldn’t help feeling an aching sadness at what she had lost.
Scarlett had slept for a long time, and Natalie had only woken her when she realised how late it was.
But now they had arrived at their destination, and as her tyres crunched over the black cinders of an almost empty car park, Natalie gazed out at the narrow streets and dark red-brick buildings that surrounded this small patch of levelled wasteland. The hot sun earlier in the day had given way to thick, heavy cloud, and the sultry atmosphere didn’t offer a breath of air. The acrid stink of a combination of overused oil and pungent spices wafted through her open window from a nearby Indian restaurant, a sharp contrast to the cleaner air of the rural village they had so recently left behind.
‘Why are we here, Mum?’ Scarlett had refused to speak since they left Alison’s and had turned to stare out of the window, occasional sniffs letting Natalie know that she was crying again. Now, as they both looked out at a place they had never seen before, her unhappy voice was tinged with more than a little apprehension.
Natalie’s own hand was shaking as she reached out to turn the ignition off, so she returned her fingers to the steering wheel and gripped it tightly. Was she wrong about all this? Had she turned their lives upside down for nothing? Scarlett had been so happy at Ed’s. Then the dreadful thought hit Natalie that maybe she had never been the one that Ed had wanted in his home. What if it had been Scarlett all along?
She couldn’t think like that. She would not allow herself to believe the man she had known for so many years was that devious – Machiavellian, even.
But how well did she know him? Who was he really?
She turned towards Scarlett and did her best to put on a reassuring smile, but inside she felt as if a solid ball had settled somewhere in her chest, and it was difficult to breathe.
‘I know you don’t understand, Scarlett, but we had to leave. Ed and I had a row. I’ll talk to you about it properly later, but for now let’s get inside, shall we?’
‘Get inside where? I don’t know why we’re here, wherever here is. Why can’t we go home to Ed’s?’ There was a slight note of panic now in Scarlett’s voice, and Natalie needed to calm her down.
‘Listen, love, I know this is difficult for you, and if we could have gone back to our own house, we would have. But you know I’ve rented it out, and we couldn’t stay at Alison’s because she only has one bedroom while the cottage is being renovated.’
‘Well thank goodness for small mercies,’ Scarlett said, mimicking one of Natalie’s frequently used phrases.
‘What do you mean?’ Natalie asked.
Her daughter gave her one of those looks that meant Duh but didn’t actually say it.
Natalie didn’t understand what Scarlett’s problem was with Alison. She had been off with her for a while now and had been quite rude to her today. But knowing how upset Scarlett was, Natalie had said nothing.
‘Alison’s my best friend, and she loves you.’
‘Yeah, right.’
She looked at her daughter’s pinched mouth and wished she could make her understand how important Alison was to her. But now wasn’t the time for that conversation.
Natalie stared at the building facing them. It wasn’t what she had been expecting. All she had been told was that the available apartment was in a four-storey block and it had been empty for ages because the owner couldn’t be bothered with tenants. With the property market booming in Manchester, the flat had been bought as an investment.
It was an unusual building, and undoubtedly old. The entrance was through an arch supported on either side by brick pillars, through which she could see a long narrow courtyard with apartments on three sides.
‘Come on, grab your bag. Let’s go and explore.’
Natalie earned herself another scathing look from her daughter. She couldn’t really expect anything else, given the events of the day. Scarlett must be bewildered by it all. Her confidence had diminished after Bernie’s death, and more than anything she needed security. But the nauseating thought that Ed might have been grooming her wouldn’t go away.
Bernie had told her how clever sexual predators could be – that they targeted people who were emotionally vulnerable – and there was no doubt in Natalie’s mind that Scarlett missed her father’s love. Would that make her more likely to trust someone like Ed, who was so attentive, so affectionate, so keen to fill the huge gap left by her dad? And he was always buying her things; wasn’t that another sign?
Scarlett wouldn’t be able to see the danger she was in, and Natalie was sure that no amount of reasoning would make her see Ed as anything other than a man she had grown to rely on.
A horrific thought struck her. Had Ed changed his shifts so that he could be alone with Scarlett during the day when Natalie was at work?
She couldn’t bear the thought of what could have happened, and right now her priority was to make sure Scarlett was safe. Somehow she had to help her through the next few weeks, so she forced herself to smile and jumped out of the car with a degree of enthusiasm that wouldn’t have fooled anyone.
‘If we don’t like the apartment we’ll go and stay in a hotel for tonight. Okay? I haven’t committed us to this, but let’s be positive and take our bags to save us traipsing back here later if it looks all right.’
Dragging their suitcases from the boot, she passed one to Scarlett and tried to give her daughter’s rigid body a quick hug. Maybe she felt a slight easing of her shoulders, but she couldn’t be sure.
Locking the car door and double-checking it, they picked up their cases and made their way across the cinders towards the archway. As they passed beneath it, Natalie could see two steel staircases, one to the right and one to the left. Above the right-hand flight was a metal replica of the main arch and a sign: NORTH WING. Predictably, the one to the left said SOUTH WING.
‘The keys are with the caretaker. His office is in the south wing, but I think the apartment’s in the north. Do you want to wait here and keep an eye on the bags?’
‘Okay,’ Scarlett mumbled, staring at the ground and showing no interest in her surroundings.
*
Scarlett watched as her mum made her way up the stairs, her feet clanging on the metal treads. She didn’t want to be here, but she didn’t know how to persuade her mum to take them home – back to Ed’s.
She still didn’t understand why her mum had been so angry, but somehow Scarlett felt certain it was her fault. Maybe she shouldn’t have told Ed how much she missed her dad.
Through the deepening gloom, she looked around her at the place that she was probably going to be forced to call home. The courtyard could have been pretty, but there were no plants, and grey paving slabs covered the whole area. There were lights on in some of the windows, but not many, and it didn’t seem at all welcoming to Scarlett.
She heard the sound of footsteps again and looked up at the staircase. Her mum was coming down with a tall black guy.
‘Scarlett,’ she said, ‘this is Mr Solaja. He’s the caretaker.’
‘Hello,’ he said to Scarlett with a beaming smile. ‘Call me Cliff – everyone does. Let me take that heavy case, and I’ll show you both to your apartment.’
As they walked up the stairs to the north wing, Cliff tried to carry on a conversation, but it was hard to hear him over the clatter of feet on metal. He seemed to be talking about the history of the building but Scarlett gave up trying to catch what he was saying.
‘Okay,’ he said, stopping outside a door. ‘There’s a bell for your apartment here, and you can buzz people through.’ He typed a code into a keypad, pulled open the door and followed them into a lobby. ‘Here’s the lift. You’re up on the second floor.’
‘Sorry, Cliff,’ her mum said. ‘When we were coming up the stairs you said something about the previous tenants, but I couldn’t quite hear you.’
Cliff shrugged. ‘It was nothing important. I was just saying that the apartment was originally owned by a woman who was a bit batty. The problem was, she was obsessed with the past, and it made her a tad fanciful. She was the type, you know? A bit eccentric – into the power of crystal healing, that kind of thing, lots of floaty skirts and beads. Anyway, she heard voices. She was convinced the apartment was haunted.’
Cliff gave a loud bark of laughter and shook his head.
Scarlett saw her mum give her a quick glance to see if the haunted bit was worrying her, but she refused to meet her eyes. What if there really were ghosts? What if she saw them?
‘What made her think that?’ her mum asked.
Cliff had obviously picked up on her concern, and he gave Scarlett a worried look. ‘I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it. I’m sorry.’
Scarlett felt tiny pinpricks on the back of her neck, and she wasn’t sure if they were caused by excitement or fear.
‘Don’t worry about me,’ she said, waving the arm that wasn’t carrying a bag blithely in the air. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts. I wish I did sometimes.’
*
Natalie should have guessed that the apartment would be miles from the lift, and, although Cliff had kindly volunteered to carry the heaviest of their cases, she had been left with the bag with a dodgy handle, which was cutting into the flesh of her hand.
Her anger at Ed had been burning fiercely enough to keep her going, but the emotion was fading fast and now she just felt exhausted. She had given him the opportunity to explain what she had seen on his laptop, but he had been either unable or unwilling to justify himself. All he had said was, ‘You don’t understand, Nat. It’s not what you think.’
She had asked if it was work-related; if she went to his boss and asked him about it, would he back Ed up and confirm that it was an investigation? Ed had hung his head and said no.
So what was she supposed to think? The images she had seen were of young girls – Scarlett’s age and younger – either naked or wearing something intentionally provocative. How could she leave her daughter alone with him in the house? Her decision to leave had to have been the right one.
Natalie was conscious that Cliff was talking to her, and she hadn’t heard a word. ‘I’m sorry, Cliff. My mind was elsewhere. What were you saying?’
‘I was explaining about the lights along here. At this end of the building there are apartments on both sides of the hall, so no windows.’
As he spoke they reached a left-hand turn. Ahead of them lay a dark passage with doors on either side and Natalie stopped, seeing only shadows in the faint light from the corridor behind her. She didn’t want to go down there.
Cliff carried on walking, talking to her over his shoulder.
‘As you move on down, the lights come on automatically, and a few minutes later they go out again.’
True to his word, a series of overhead lamps flickered for a second, and then a harsh white light brutally illuminated the bare grey walls of the corridor ahead. Natalie hurried to catch up.
‘On your right here is the emergency exit,’ Cliff said. ‘The door to the street’s alarmed so don’t open it unless there’s a fire, because the whole building will have to be evacuated.’
The corridor ended abruptly at an unadorned wall, and Cliff indicated the far door on the right. Apartment 216N.
‘Here we go,’ he said, dropping the suitcase and pulling a key from his pocket. ‘This is as far as we go in the north wing. The wall here separates the two wings of the building.’
Scarlett didn’t seem to be at all interested, and frankly all Natalie wanted to do was get inside, check the place over and have some time to think.
‘The apartments in the other wing are different to these. The original plan was to make the whole building into a luxury living experience,’ Cliff said, speaking the final three words as if he was quoting from a brochure. ‘They started in the south wing, but the units weren’t selling so they changed strategy and went for smaller apartments on this side – more suited to the single, young professional type. They put a wall between so they could put better lighting and flooring in the posh part.’
Natalie looked at the polished concrete floor of the corridor, the white glow of the automatic lights glaring off its shiny surface, and decided that whatever was on the other side, it couldn’t be less attractive than this. But it didn’t matter. It was only temporary.
*
Natalie stood in the open entrance to the apartment and looked at the place where she and Scarlett would probably be living for the next few weeks at least.
The door from the corridor led directly into the main room and she took a step forward, thinking that it could have been worse. She pushed open a door on the right to reveal a small bathroom, and on the left a kitchen area with pale wood-effect cupboards and a dark worktop looked clean and reasonably well equipped. She put her handbag down on the small breakfast bar that separated the kitchen from the rest of the room and walked to the far end, past a long red sofa set against one wall and a flat-screen TV opposite. A single window that was too small to relieve the gloomy shadows of the room offered no view to speak of, and she realised that the red-brick buildings opposite would block out most of the natural light during the day.
As if reading her mind, Cliff switched on an overhead light that sat flush against the ceiling, resembling nothing so much as a dead jellyfish. Now the space seemed overly bright and Natalie made a mental note to invest in a lamp. The room was stuffy and she reached for the window catch, but it wouldn’t budge.
‘Does this window open?’ she asked.
‘It should do,' Cliff answered, ‘but there’s a ventilation system throughout the apartment too. While I try to get that window open for you, why don’t you take a look in the bedroom?’
Natalie had omitted to warn Scarlett that they would have to share a room and tried to ignore the indignant expression on her daughter’s face.
‘Let’s check out where we’re going to sleep, sweetheart. Bring your bag with you. And don’t look so cross. You can have the bed if you like and I’ll sleep on the sofa. Or we can share.’ Natalie smiled at her scowling daughter, who sighed but followed her.
The bedroom was about the same width as the sitting room with the bathroom eating into its length, but it had a double bed and a large wardrobe, and Natalie was sure they would be able to manage.
‘Scarlett, come here,’ she said, holding out her arms. ‘I’m so sorry this isn’t what you want. It’s not what I want either. But it’ll do for now, don’t you think?’ She nudged the door with her foot so that it was almost closed. She didn’t want to embarrass Cliff, but she couldn’t ignore her daughter at that moment. Scarlett’s eyes were full of tears.
‘Oh sweetheart, I really am sorry,’ Natalie said. ‘We can talk about it later, I promise. Let’s get the keys off Cliff, unpack, and then we’ll talk. Okay?’
‘Okay.’ Scarlett reached for Natalie’s arm. ‘I’m sorry too, Mum. If I’ve done something wrong, I’m really sorry.’
Natalie couldn’t quite stifle a moan at Scarlett’s words. She reached out and put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders, holding her away slightly so she could look into her eyes. ‘You have done nothing wrong. Absolutely nothing, I promise. You’ve been wonderful. Just bear with me a bit longer. Okay?’
Scarlett nodded, and Natalie pulled her into a fierce hug before turning back towards the door. She appreciated Cliff’s help, but she couldn’t wait for him to be gone.
As they walked out of the bedroom, he was by the breakfast bar, but he wasn’t looking at Natalie; he was staring at the ceiling with a puzzled frown on his face.
‘We’re going to take the apartment, Cliff.’ Natalie pulled an envelope holding the deposit cheque out of her bag, but it was as if he hadn’t heard her.
‘Cliff?’ she said. ‘Is everything all right?’
He turned towards her, his brow slightly furrowed. ‘Sorry. Yes, everything’s fine. I need to go, I’m afraid. Here are your keys. Let me know if you need anything.’
‘Thanks for your help,’ Natalie said.
But she was talking to an empty doorway. Cliff had gone.
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They had eaten cheese on toast for their evening meal, which Scarlett was quite happy about but her mum kept apologising as if it was the most important thing in the world. It was the only food they had, though, and Scarlett kept telling her it was fine. They had called in at a small supermarket on their way, and had whizzed around randomly shoving things in a basket. Who cared about food right now anyway?
They ate their meal at the breakfast bar, Scarlett giving one-word responses to any non-confrontational topics that her mum tried to introduce, the screaming match of some couple in a television soap covering the long silences. She couldn’t understand why they were avoiding the only subject that really mattered. She was beginning to feel sick, her stomach in knots, wondering what her mum was going to say.
Finally, they sat down together on the sofa.
‘I need to talk to you, sweetheart.’
Scarlett obligingly switched off the television, dreading the next few minutes but keen to get it over with, if only to relieve the unbearable tension in the room.
She listened as her mum tried to explain that sometimes men like younger girls, and that those feelings were inappropriate. As if she didn’t know that. But she knew what her mum was getting at and she was horrified.
‘Are you talking about Ed?’ Scarlett said, shaking her head. ‘You are totally and completely wrong about him. How could you even think that?’
‘Look, sweetheart, you know all about grooming. We’ve talked about it before. People getting themselves into positions of trust within the family, buying presents…and let’s face it, Ed’s always buying things for you.’
‘He’s being kind to me. What is wrong with you?’
Scarlett jumped up from the sofa, tears streaming down her cheeks. She wanted to get as far away from her mum as possible. Surely this wasn’t about Ed hugging her when she was crying? There had to be more to it than that, but it was all her mum would say.
‘Since your dad died, I know you’ve been keeping from me how sad you are. Ed told me you cry a lot when I’m not around because you don’t want to upset me. But I’d much rather you shared it with me. I miss him too, you know. Your dad was a part of my life for as long as I can remember, and we were so happy together.’
‘Were you, Mum? Are you sure about that?’ Scarlett regretted the words as soon as they were out of her mouth. She saw the shock on her mum’s face and looked away.
‘Of course I am. What on earth do you mean?’
Scarlett dropped her head and she spoke quietly. ‘Before he died, for a few months you seemed different together. That’s all.’
‘All marriages have their ups and downs, Scarlett. Your dad was working hard – out all hours, doing lots of overtime. And he’d just joined the gym too. Do you remember, he was a bit obsessed with that so-called spare tyre of his that we teased him about? He was worn out. Things would have got back to normal, I’m sure. We still loved each other.’
Scarlett kept her head bent and said nothing, wiping her damp cheeks with the back of her hand.
‘Look, there’s nobody more important to me than you, and if there was the slightest chance that someone might hurt you I’d kill him myself. So I need you to tell me something, and tell me the absolute truth. Whatever you say, I won’t be angry with you. I can guarantee that.’ Her mum paused and took a deep breath. ‘Has Ed ever touched you in any way that you knew was wrong, even if it appeared to be by accident? Has he ever suggested anything that’s worried you or made you feel uneasy?’
Scarlett lifted her tear-streaked face, no longer able to control the sobs that had been building in her chest.
‘You have a horrible mind, Mum. And don’t talk to me as if I’m ten years old. I know you mean has he asked me to have sex with him, and of course he bloody hasn’t. That’s disgusting, and I think you’re vile to even think it. Ed made me feel safe.’ Scarlett turned away, her voice cracking as she spoke. ‘Ed said at some point I’d stop blaming myself for making Dad walk my puppy because I was too idle to get up early to do it myself. He made me feel life was worth living, even though I’d lost my dad and it was my fault.’
‘Oh Scarlett, nobody thinks it was your fault, sweetheart. Absolutely nobody at all.’
‘Well I do. And nothing’s going to change that. Maybe I’m the one who should have died.’
*
Cliff Solaja trudged along the dark side streets with two carrier bags of shopping. He had left it too late for the local shops and had had to slog all the way to the late-night supermarket. It had seemed a good idea to stock up while he was out, but as the handles of the plastic carriers seemed in danger of breaking under the weight of the couple of bottles of beer he had added to his already overladen bags, he had to hike them up and put one in each arm.
His mind wasn’t really on his shopping. He was puzzled. He had to understand if something was going on right under his nose, and had carried out his investigations as quietly as he could. He had found nothing. But still he wasn’t sure if he was missing the obvious. His every instinct told him that things were not as they should be.
The best thing was for him to get back to his room and write down everything he knew or suspected – to see if he could make sense of it all – so he decided to take the short cut back. He dodged down a narrow street with tall properties on either side, blocking out what little moonlight there was. A single yellow street light flickered, and the red-brick buildings that housed a plethora of small businesses during the day showed their blank black windows to the street.
The first he knew that someone was behind him was when he heard a stone skid across the pavement. There had been no sound of footsteps, and the thought that whoever was behind him was a skilled stalker flashed through his head as he spun round.
Hampered by his two shopping bags, still held tightly to his body, he had no time to drop them as he heard the sharp snap of an expandable baton clicking into place, and as his arms opened to let the bags fall, the first blow struck him above his left ear.
He crumpled heavily to the ground, vaguely aware of the smell of beer as his head hit the detritus of his shattered groceries.
‘This is what happens to those who can’t mind their own fucking business,’ a voice whispered close to his ear. ‘They die.’
His world went black as the blows rained down on his head.
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Sleep had eluded Natalie. Scarlett had refused to take the bed for herself or to share with her mum, saying she would rather sleep on the concrete floor in the corridor, and Natalie had lain awake for hours, hoping her daughter would relent and join her. She had to find a way of convincing Scarlett that her dad’s death was in no way her fault, and persuade her that the decision to move out of Ed’s house was the right one.
She had tried to comfort her – to help her to see things differently – but with little success. She didn’t know how she was going to put this right, and the situation wasn’t helped when she asked Scarlett not to tell Ed where they were living or let him visit her when Natalie was at work.
‘What do you think he’s going to do, Mum? Come here and molest me?’
‘No, but I don’t want him here when I’m out. So I’d prefer it if you didn’t call him, and I am going to ask him not to call you. For now.’
Scarlett’s trust in Ed was scaring Natalie. But if he was trying to insinuate himself into her life, at fifteen she couldn’t be expected to spot the early signs.
What if I’m wrong? Natalie had thought.
‘Are you going to tell him where we are, then, if I can’t?’
‘He doesn’t need to know. We’re only here for a month, and then—’
‘A month? What am I supposed to do while you’re out at work all day? I’ve been looking forward to school finishing for the summer, but I’m miles away from my friends – I don’t know anyone round here.’ Scarlett’s voice had risen to a shriek.
‘Invite them here, then. You can go shopping, maybe to a museum.’
At the suggestion of a museum, Scarlett’s face said it all. ‘What, every day? For a month?’
The conversation hadn’t improved, and finally Natalie had said it would be best if they both went to bed and slept on it. They could talk about it again in the morning.
Scarlett had insisted on taking the sofa. ‘Leave me alone, Mum. You have no idea how it feels to be me. No idea how much better I was, and how totally crap I feel right now. Just go away.’
Natalie had known that they would both be crying in private. She desperately wanted to make things better for her daughter, but she had no idea how.
As she got into bed, her phone rang. Her whole body jolted. Could it be Ed? Was he going to tell her something that would make everything right? Did she want to speak to him?
She was tempted not to answer, but when she pulled the phone from her bag and looked at the screen she saw it was Megan, who was bound to have spoken to Ed by now. Natalie could picture her pacing up and down her kitchen, one hand holding the phone to her ear, the other fluffing up her curly mop of black hair, waiting to tell Natalie what she thought of her. She was going to have to speak to her some time, so with a slight feeling of dread she answered the call.
Megan didn’t bother with the pleasantries. ‘What’s going on, Natalie? Ed’s in bits.’
Natalie didn’t want to tell her what she suspected. Megan was Ed’s friend, but she was also a police officer and might feel she had to report it, and Natalie wasn’t prepared to tar Ed with that particular brush quite yet.
‘What’s he said to you?’ Natalie asked.
‘Bugger all, as you might expect. He’s trying to hide how he feels, as always, but he’s not fooled me. Of course, he would never say a single derogatory word about you, so you’re going to have to tell me.’
‘We had a row, that’s all. I found him searching through Bernie’s stuff when he thought I was out.’
There was a momentary silence at the other end of the phone, followed by one word: ‘What?’
‘I know. I was shocked too.’
‘No, I meant what – as in, you left him because of that?’
Natalie felt slightly ridiculous but couldn’t think of anything more to say. ‘There was other stuff too, but it’s all a bit personal.’
‘Look Nat, I feel for you. Losing Bernie must have been hell, and I can only imagine the hole he’s left in your life. God knows the hole in my own life is big enough, so I genuinely can’t think how you must feel. But if you really are splitting up with Ed, I hope you’ve got a better reason than that. Ed plays his cards close to his chest – you know that. But he let you in, and I told him it was a hell of a risk.’
‘Did you?’ Natalie asked, genuinely surprised.
‘It was no criticism of you – I want you both to be happy – but don’t expect him to be Bernie.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Think about it. That’s all I ask.’
Natalie had ended the call soon after that, saying she had to go because Scarlett was calling her. She had lain in bed trying to work out what Megan meant about expecting Ed to be Bernie, and guessed she was alluding to the fact that Bernie was happy-go-lucky whereas Ed was more serious. But there had been another side to Bernie too. Some of the cases he worked on had really got to him.
Thoughts of her husband and the events of the past forty-eight hours stirred up a memory of an evening a year or so before Bernie died. He had been working on a sex trafficking case that had become a national scandal, and one evening when they’d had their closest friends round for dinner he had been unusually quiet. Someone – Ed, probably – had asked him what was the matter. Nobody ever expected Bernie to be anything other than the life and soul, but that night he had spoken seriously about how the case was affecting him.
‘It sickens me. Do any of you have any idea how much money people are making out of young kids these days? Not just the obvious stuff, like child prostitution, hideous as that is, but there are places on the Internet where you can buy all kinds of dodgy images of kids. It’s a three-billion-dollar business now, and growing.’
Natalie shivered, thinking of what she had seen on Ed’s computer that morning. Did he pick up on what Bernie had said? Was it that conversation that had piqued his interest? She didn’t know, but wondering about it, remembering Bernie and going over and over the last two days in her mind, kept Natalie awake long into the night.
Eventually she dropped off to sleep at about 3am, and when she woke she was horrified to find that it was after nine. Fortunately she had taken another day off work, thinking that she and Scarlett could spend the day together.
Natalie pushed the covers back and got out of bed slowly, her back aching from the hard mattress.
‘Scarlett, I’m so sorry, love. I overslept,’ she said as she opened the door to the sitting room. Her words were met with silence. She glanced at the bathroom door, standing open, the room beyond empty. As was the sofa.
All that remained in the room was a pile of discarded bedding.
Scarlett had gone.
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Becky felt that Tom had been giving her an easy ride since she had come back to work. He had briefed her and Keith about the hit-and-run involving a policeman in north Manchester, but her role was purely to keep a watching brief over Keith to make sure he was on the right track. Unless, of course, it wasn’t the open-and-shut case they were hoping for, which would mean she might have to become more involved. Other than that, she had spent her time reading up on the cases Tom’s team were working on.
She still hadn’t fixed up an evening drink with him and was nervous about mentioning it again. But it had to be done. The first chance she had, she was going to push it.
At that moment she looked up from her desk and saw the man himself walking towards her.
‘Got a minute, Becky?’
Relieved to be plucked away from the tedium of looking through files for cases that she wasn’t actually involved in, Becky stood up and followed him to his office.
‘Have a seat,’ he said as he pulled up his chair on the other side of the desk.
‘What’s up?’ Becky asked.
‘Nothing, as far as I know. I wanted to check how you’re feeling after a couple of days back. How are your energy levels? It must be a huge change from sitting around at home.’
‘I didn’t just sit around. As soon as I got the go-ahead I started going to the gym to build my strength up again. I’m fine. I wouldn’t have been cleared for duty if I wasn’t.’ There was no escaping the note of indignation in her voice.
Tom grinned at her. ‘Still spiky, then?’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘Okay, you feel fine. But I’m trusting you to tell me the minute you are not fine. Do we have a deal?’
‘Yes, of course. Anyway, Mark will be on the phone to you the minute I moan about being tired, don’t you worry.’
‘Still looking after you, is he? Good for him.’
‘Well it’s extremely irritating to be fussed over, if you must know. Speaking of my love life, though, what about yours?’ Becky asked, knowing she was pushing her luck.
‘Mind your own bloody business,’ he said mildly. ‘We’ve had this conversation before. It’s okay for me to ask you, but not okay for you to ask me.’
Becky tutted. Why did he have to be such a closed book? It seemed she was just going to have to go by instinct. She was certain he had nobody right now. If ever there was time to take a risk, this was it.
‘Do you remember we talked about getting together for a drink one night?’
Tom nodded, a slight look of bafflement on his face. ‘We did, but you didn’t tell me what you wanted to talk to me about.’
‘No, I didn’t, did I?’ Becky could feel herself blushing, but she wasn’t going to be drawn. ‘Would tonight be okay?’
Tom raised his eyebrows. ‘Urgent, is it?’
‘Not particularly, but I’d prefer it to be sooner rather than later. Is that okay?’
Before Tom could answer, his phone rang. Without taking his puzzled eyes off her, he picked it up.
She listened to Tom’s end of the brief conversation but wasn’t able to glean much from the odd word that he spoke. Then he hung up, closed his eyes and shook his head.
‘Get your things. You’re coming with me.’ He spoke quietly.
‘What is it?’
‘A young girl has apparently jumped from the roof of a block of flats due for demolition. The divisional DI is certain it’s suicide, but he’s secured the scene and thinks we should take a look to be on the safe side. Poor kid.’
Becky imagined those seconds of tumbling through the air – whatever the cause of the fall – and shivered.
‘Are you coming, or do I have to take Keith?’
Becky pushed her chair back. ‘I’ll get my bag.’
*
Tom hadn’t spoken much in the car on the way to the scene. It was only about twenty minutes from the office, but neither of them felt much like talking and Becky had left him to his thoughts.
The victim was a teenager. That was all they knew. Although the DI who was attending the scene felt sure she had jumped, she was just a kid, and Becky couldn’t decide whether she would prefer her to have jumped or to have been pushed. Which would be worse? She really didn’t know. All she knew was that it shouldn’t have happened and they owed it to this child to discover how and why she had died.
Becky pulled the car over to the side of the road behind the other emergency vehicles and saw Tom give her a puzzled look.
‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ she asked.
‘Are you sure you’re okay?’
She shrugged. She certainly felt okay. ‘Yes. Why?’
‘I wasn’t hanging on to my seat, like I usually am when you’re at the wheel.’
For a moment Becky thought he was joking. But given the situation that seemed highly unlikely.
‘I guess I’m more aware of my own mortality. Don’t worry – it’ll wear off.’ She gave him a half-smile, wishing they’d had this conversation under different circumstances when a little light-hearted banter would have felt more appropriate. But there were other things to think about right now, and the divisional DI was waiting to talk to them.
*
Tom didn’t have time to wonder about Becky’s slightly strange mood as he followed her towards the crime scene. He didn’t know the detective inspector assigned to the case, but a tall man in his mid forties with a slightly florid face was walking towards them, chewing gum with his mouth open, and Tom guessed this was their man.
‘DCI Tom Douglas, and this is DI Becky Robinson,’ Tom said, shaking the other man’s hand.
‘DI Dave Warner, sir. Thanks for coming.’
As soon as Tom and Becky had put on their protective suits and overshoes the detective led them towards the approach path and Becky gave their names to the crime scene manager. A tent had been erected over the body to protect it from the hot summer sun, which was already beating down.
Tom looked at the hard ground around the area where the girl had landed and felt acute sympathy for everybody who had seen her. It was a horrible death, and particularly difficult to deal with when the victim was so young.
‘Do you want to wait here, Becky?’ Tom said quietly.
She didn’t look up. ‘No, and stop treating me with kid gloves. I’m fine.’
Dave Warner lifted the flap of the tent. The girl was lying awkwardly, and it was clear from the obvious break just below her elbow that she had landed on one arm. Blood had pooled on the ground in front of her, as if perhaps a rib had punctured a vital organ, but what struck Tom the most was the age of the girl. She looked so young, so innocent.
Dave Warner spoke quietly. ‘She was found this morning very early, about six o’clock, by a man whose dog ran off from the track that runs over there.’ He pointed to some shrubby trees through which Tom could see a dirt path about eighty metres away. ‘The dog wouldn’t come back, so the man came to find him. He saw the body and called it in straight away.’
Tom looked at the ground. There had been a couple of dry weeks, but a brief summer storm during the night had created a thin layer of surface mud. Getting any evidence was going to be difficult because it was clear that the dog had been scrabbling around, and there were footprints, presumably from the man who found her, but no doubt DI Warner would confirm this later.
‘Did she have any identification on her?’ Becky asked.
‘Nothing at all. Do you want to go up top and see where we think she jumped from?’
Tom nodded. From the position of the body in relation to the building it looked as if she had just stepped off the edge. If she had taken a run at it her body would have been further away. He gazed up to the roof above. It was an eight-storey building and he estimated the height to be around thirty metres. People had jumped from that height before and survived, albeit with severe injuries, but if it was suicide – and he strongly suspected it was – the girl wouldn’t have thought of that. At her age she probably didn’t know how high she had to go.
Tom wanted to ask how the hell the girl had been able to get into the building, if it was due for demolition. In a perfect world it would have been well secured, but in this part of Manchester attempts to board up all entrances were probably a waste of effort, and by the look of things it had been derelict for a long time.
‘Has the whole building been searched for people living rough?’ Tom asked.
‘Yeah, every room. There’s lots of evidence that people have been here, but I guess they all scarpered – either when the girl fell, if they knew about it, or when the man found her. The dog was apparently barking as if his life depended on it, and the guy admits he screamed when he saw her. There are lots of ways out at the back – broken windows and the like – so I really don’t know whether anyone might have seen anything. We’re asking around.’ He shrugged, and Tom knew what he meant. The chances of getting anything sensible were remote.
DI Warner held out an arm as if inviting Tom to enter his home, and he and Becky made their way towards the board covering the main entrance which, with his other arm, the DI held to one side.
The smell inside was much as Tom had been expecting, and he glanced at Becky, who was wrinkling her nose in distaste. Whatever she said, she wasn’t as fit as she might be, and he was slightly concerned about the effort of walking up eight storeys, breathing in gulps of this fetid air.
‘Why don’t you wait outside, Becky?’ Tom saw DI Warner give him a puzzled look, but he wasn’t about to explain.
‘I’m fine,’ Becky said as she headed for the staircase, clearly exasperated.
Tom was quiet as he made his way up the stairs. How must this child have been feeling as she made her way up here? Hadn’t the smell alone been enough to put her off? She didn’t look much older than his daughter, Lucy, and some parent, who probably felt much as he did about his own child, was going to have their heart ripped to shreds by this.
But most of all he couldn’t imagine what had happened in this young girl’s life that was so bad she felt she had no choice but to take her own life.
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Natalie slowly replaced the receiver. She was running out of options and couldn’t think where Scarlett might have gone. She had tried all her daughter’s friends, in case she had caught the tram back home, but maybe she was still on her way and hadn’t arrived yet.
She had to hope that was the case.
There was one person she hadn’t tried. Ed. What if Scarlett had gone to him? In many ways his house was the most obvious place, but Natalie dreaded the thought of that conversation. After all the things she had said to him the day before, all the horrible accusations, she didn’t feel she had the right to ask for his help. He would come rushing over to offer his support, and if Scarlett came back and he was here in the apartment, it would make things so much more difficult.
Scarlett’s words from the night before kept tumbling through Natalie’s head. ‘Maybe I’m the one who should have died.’
She quickly selected a familiar number from her contacts, needing her best friend more than ever.
‘Ali, it’s me.’ She took a deep, shuddering breath and wasn’t sure she would be able to say the words. But there was no choice. ‘Scarlett’s missing.’
Natalie had managed to keep a hold on her emotions when talking to her daughter’s friends and their mothers, but talking to Alison she fell apart.
‘What do you mean, missing? Nat, talk to me. How long’s she been gone?’
‘I don’t know,’ she sobbed. ‘When I woke up, she wasn’t here. She was so upset, Ali, so hurt. She’s devastated that we’ve moved out of Ed’s, and she thinks it’s her fault that Bernie died. I tried to tell her it wasn’t, but I made such a mess of it.’
Alison was silent for a moment, and Natalie knew she was thinking. She taught girls of Scarlett’s age every day, and she understood them.
‘Has she taken anything with her? Her phone? No, forget I said that. Daft question. Did she take any clothes?’
‘No. They were all in the bedroom where I was sleeping. She chose to sleep on the sofa rather than share a bed with me. And before you ask, her phone’s switched off. It went straight to voicemail.’
‘What about money?’
‘Her purse has gone, but I don’t think she had much in it.’
‘Check yours.’
Natalie grabbed it from the worktop and pulled it open with trembling fingers. Alison was right. She couldn’t remember exactly how much cash she’d had in her purse, but at least forty pounds was missing.
‘Have you called Ed?’ Alison asked.
Natalie admitted she hadn’t. But there was no excuse now. Scarlett was the most important person, and she was going to have to get over herself and give him a ring.
‘Don’t you worry about it, Nat. Leave it with me. I’ll call him and let him know that he has to make Scarlett ring you immediately if she turns up there, but that he should stay at home and not come racing into town – in case she’s on her way to him right now. I’ll call you back.’ Alison rang off.
Natalie picked up the bedding from the jumbled pile that Scarlett had discarded that morning and absent-mindedly began folding it. There was an immense weight crushing her chest, threatening to choke her. Where was Scarlett?
The phone rang.
She dived for the coffee table to pick it up. ‘Hello,’ she said, her voice breathless.
‘Hi, Nat. I’ve spoken to Ed. He’s not seen Scarlett. He tried phoning her while I hung on, thinking that maybe she would take his call, even if she wouldn’t return yours. But the phone went to voicemail. He’s going to keep trying. I told him you might not want him to do that, but he said it was none of my bloody business and all he was concerned about was Scarlett.’
‘Oh God, that’s all I need – Ed being spiky with you. Right now, though, the only thing that matters is Scarlett. Where the hell is she, Ali?’
‘I don’t know, and please don’t worry about me and Ed. We’ll be fine. Not that it matters now you’re not together any more.’
In spite of her concern about Scarlett, Natalie felt a stab of pain at what she had lost, but Alison’s next words put all thoughts of anything but her daughter from her mind.
‘Ed thinks you should call the police, and I suspect he’s right. If Scarlett was so upset and she’s got some money with her, there’s no saying where she might have gone. You need to register the fact that she’s missing, because she may have been gone since you went to bed, hours ago. At least if there’s been an accident or anything, the police would have her details and know how to find you. Ed told me the best number to call. I’ll text it to you.’
Natalie lowered herself onto the sofa, lifted her knees and wrapped her arms around them, pulling them close to her chest, trying to hold herself together.
‘Bernie, I need you,’ she whispered, longing for her husband and the reassurance he had given her.
If she lost Scarlett, there would be nothing left for her.
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In spite of the heat from the sun there was a cool breeze on top of the building, and Becky stood to one side while Tom and Dave Warner discussed the fall. She wasn’t really listening, and the sound of their voices washed over her. The climb up those few flights of stairs had taken more out of her than she wanted to admit, but now that she was here she just wanted to think about the case.
The area where the girl had stood before jumping, or possibly before being pushed, had been marked and protected. The flat concrete of the roof was being examined for footprints, signs of a struggle or any evidence that may have been dropped either by the girl or anyone with her.
Becky blocked out the sound of voices and tried to put herself into the mindset of a girl who thought this was her way out of a life she no longer wanted to live. If DI Warner was right about it being suicide, what could have been so bad for this child? She looked to be about thirteen, but looks could be deceptive and Becky knew she could be a couple of years older or younger than that. When Becky was thirteen she had tried to look eighteen, and now she wondered why on earth she had done that. Why were people always driven to be something they were not, spending their early years wanting to look older and their later years striving to look younger? It was total madness.
She was standing about two metres from the edge, and took a step closer to the low wall that edged the flat roof. She ran through the alternative scenarios in her head. If the girl had been running, perhaps escaping from someone, it would have been easy to trip and fall to her death. She heard Tom saying that if she had been pushed she would probably be further away from the building, but she was a slight girl. Quite tall, but not heavy, so someone could have suspended her over the wall and then dropped her. Surely that would have produced the same result as jumping?
The experts would be able to tell, and she was going to have to wait to hear their verdict. All they could do for now was come up with theories, and Becky realised she was trying to find a reason for this child’s death that didn’t involve her jumping. The thought of how she must have been suffering to have believed this was her only way out was almost impossible to bear, and she tried to push from her mind the agony of those last seconds when the girl had known she was going to die. Earlier in the year Becky had nearly lost her own life, and she could vividly recall the moment when she was sure her life was over. If it hadn’t been for Mark and Tom, she too would now be dead.
‘Becky, we’re going back down now. Are you coming?’
Becky shook herself to bring her head back to the here and now and followed Tom towards the stairs.
‘Have you come to a conclusion?’ she asked the two men.
Tom looked at Dave Warner, offering him the chance to give his opinion between chews of his gum, and Becky looked away from the unpleasant sight of the inside of the man’s mouth.
‘Until we get more details from the pathologist and the forensics are finished, it’s hard to say. But there’s nothing to suggest that it was anything other than a suicide.’
At that moment DI Warner’s overweight sergeant came panting up the stairs. ‘Just got the word, boss,’ he said, gasping for air. ‘A girl’s been reported missing. Fifteen years old – that’s all we know for sure. It’s being followed up to get more details, to see if it’s her.’
Becky didn’t know whether to be relieved that they had a possible identification or not. All she knew for sure was that someone was going to be devastated by this news.
*
Given the circumstances surrounding the death of the girl, Tom was going to have to take over as senior investigating officer. DI Warner would be kept in the loop until it was established whether this was murder, accident or suicide, but it was Tom’s responsibility to inform the parents of the missing girl that a body matching their daughter’s description had been found.
Tom was dreading accompanying the parents to the mortuary. It had always been one of the worst aspects of his job, knowing that they would be praying the police had got it wrong – that it was some other poor girl. His understanding of their feelings had intensified since he had found himself in a similar position a few months ago when asked to identify the body of someone he cared deeply about.
Becky parked the car as close as she could to the girl’s home, and Tom took a moment to get his thoughts together and prepare himself for what he was about to do.
‘Do you want to sit this one out, Becky?’ he asked, hoping his voice conveyed his concern. He had been fully aware of Becky’s detachment when they were at the scene and knew that, as well as the physical symptoms she had suffered, she had been through the mill mentally too.
‘No. Do you?’ She turned to him with her mouth in a hard line and her chin raised determinedly.
He noticed her face flush slightly, as if she was aware of how inappropriate her response had been, but he let it pass.
‘Come on, then.’
They both got out of the car and closed the doors quietly. They didn’t speak as they made their way to the address that they had been given. Tom glanced at Becky again, but she didn’t look back. He could see the rigid line of her jaw and knew that, like him, she was holding herself as steady as she could, because the moment he pressed that bell, someone’s life was going to change forever.
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Natalie was pacing up and down the small sitting room, wondering when someone would have something to tell her. She kept looking at her phone, checking repeatedly that she hadn’t accidentally switched it to silent. So when the entry buzzer sounded she was taken by surprise.
For a moment she didn’t move, wondering who it could be. It rang again. Three impatient bursts, and she rushed towards the small screen.
Whoever had pressed the bell had their back to the camera, but she would have recognised the grainy image of that head anywhere. She pressed the entry button and flung open the door, waiting, praying that she was right.
Finally a tall slim figure appeared around the corner of the passageway backlit by the courtyard windows. The harsh white lighting sprung into action.
‘At last!’ Scarlett shouted as she walked along the corridor towards Natalie. ‘Were you still asleep? I thought you were never going to get up.’
She strode past her mum and dumped two carrier bags on the kitchen worktop.
‘I couldn’t find the key so I thought I’d better stay out until you were up – but still not dressed, it seems.’
Natalie had still said nothing and was staring at her daughter. Suddenly the tears began to flow. ‘Oh, thank God. Scarlett, where have you been? You scared the life out of me. I’ve phoned everybody I could think of to find out if they’d seen you.’
Scarlett’s brow furrowed.
‘Mum, what’s going on with you? I’m fifteen, not five. I woke up. You were asleep. I didn’t want to put the TV on and wake you so I went for a walk. Oh – and I took some money from your purse because I thought you might want breakfast. I hope that’s okay. I bought a few bits of other stuff too, seeing as how all we seem to have is a bit of cheese and a few slices of bread in the fridge.’
Natalie recognised this as a peace offering, and somehow she had managed to blow it. She walked across to where Scarlett was standing and wrapped her arms around her.
‘I’m sorry, sweetheart.’
She was relieved to feel her daughter’s arms returning the hug, but then Natalie’s phone rang. Not taking her eyes off Scarlett, who she wanted to carry on squeezing tight until the girl ran out of breath, she answered the phone.
It was the police.
‘I was about to call you,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry to have troubled you, but my daughter’s just this minute returned home. I’m really sorry. It’s just that we’d had a row, and I wasn’t sure what she might have done, and…’
She turned away from Scarlett’s horrified stare, but the policeman was kind and told her it was no trouble. She rang off and turned back towards Scarlett, whose mouth had dropped open as she listened to her mother.
‘You didn’t call the police, Mum? Really?’
‘Yes, I’m afraid I did. They were just ringing me back to check a few details before circulating your photo,’ Natalie said, a sheepish note in her voice. ‘And now I need to phone all your friends to let them know you’re safe.’
‘That is so embarrassing. Why did you have to do that? I’d have been back sooner, but I couldn’t remember the code for the main door and I forgot to take that card thing that Cliff gave us. So I had to go and find him, but that’s another story.’
‘What do you mean?’
Scarlett had started to unpack the odd assortment of groceries she had bought, but she stopped and looked at her mum, her face a picture of concern.
‘I rang Cliff’s bell, and this little tubby guy with greasy hair came to the door. I asked for Cliff and he told me that he’s in hospital. He was mugged last night. He’s in a bad way from what the man said, and if it hadn’t been for his particularly hard skull, he’d be dead apparently. He’s in a coma, Mum. Why would anyone do that?’
Natalie looked at her daughter’s innocent face, still so young in many ways and still struggling to understand why terrible things happen to good people.
‘I don’t know, love. How dreadful. He seemed such a nice man and was so helpful. Did the new bloke say what happened?’
‘Not really. His name’s Martin, and he wasn’t at all friendly. He refused to give me the code. Said he didn’t know me from Adam. That’s why I had to ring the bell to get in. I should have done that in the first place, but I didn’t know if you were still asleep.’
Natalie spared a thought for poor Cliff but couldn’t stop herself wondering if she had done a really stupid thing bringing her daughter to live – even temporarily – in central Manchester, where they knew nobody.
‘Scarlett, I don’t think you should go out on your own at odd times, sweetheart. We’re not living in a sleepy village here. All kinds of things can happen.’
Scarlett put a bottle of HP sauce on the counter rather more heavily than was entirely necessary, the friendly tone replaced by one of impatience at her overprotective mother.
‘It wasn’t an odd time, Mum. It was eight o’clock in the morning. And if you remember it was in that same sleepy village that my dad and puppy were knocked down and killed by some kids driving a stolen car.’
Natalie looked at her daughter’s eyes, shining brightly with unshed tears as she was once again reminded of that day.
Keeping anyone safe was never easy. All a mother could do was her best, and hope that everything she tried to teach her children helped them through the most difficult times in their lives. And Natalie prayed that after everything that had happened in Scarlett’s short life – losing her father and now the tangled mess with Ed – the road ahead for her daughter would be less troubled.
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The house that Tom and Becky were standing outside was the last in a cul-de-sac of identical semis that reminded Tom of the first home he had bought with his ex-wife, Kate, nearly twenty years ago. Flat-fronted, with a stretch of white-painted boards cladding the wall between the ground and first-floor windows, the houses had probably been built some time in the ’70s, and he knew exactly what the interior layout would be. He had been happy in that house, and Lucy had been brought up there for the first few years of her life.
Now, if their provisional identification of the girl proved to be accurate, he and Becky were about to break the worst news that any parent could ever receive, and he had a feeling that this house would never see true happiness again.
Their knock was answered by a woman who looked to be in her early forties, wearing a below-the-knee red cotton dress with white buttons up the front. Her hair was tied back loosely and her skin was free of make-up.
‘Good afternoon. We’re here to see Mr and Mrs Bale. My name is Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas, and this is—’
‘You’d better come in,’ the woman said, her voice abruptly cutting off his introduction. From her wide-eyed stare, it was clear that she had taken in the gravity of the situation. Nobody of his rank would turn up to take a missing-person report.
Tom resisted the temptation to glance at Becky, and stepped to one side to let his inspector go ahead of him into the house. As soon as he followed her over the threshold the door was closed behind him and the woman led the way into a through-lounge and dining room.
A man was seated on a brown leather sofa, his head bent and a large white handkerchief clasped in his hands.
‘Gregory, there are two police officers here to see us,’ the woman said, taking a seat next to her husband and indicating with her hand that Tom and Becky should take the remaining two chairs in a room overcrowded with heavy furniture that looked more comfortable than it was.
‘Is it Jennifer? Have you found her?’ Mr Bale seemed the far more concerned of the two, his wife clearly working hard to control any emotion she was feeling.
Tom introduced himself and Becky to Mr Bale, and this time managed to complete his sentence.
‘Mr and Mrs Bale, I am so sorry to tell you that a young girl matching Jennifer’s description has been found close to some disused flats a couple of miles from here. I’m afraid she fell from the roof and didn’t survive the fall.’
There was a gasp from Mr Bale.
Tom carried on, not wanting to prolong this. ‘From the description you gave of what your daughter Jennifer was wearing – cut-off dark blue jeans, a pink T-shirt with a pattern of white cats and no jewellery – and the photograph that you emailed, we believe there is a strong possibility that the girl we found is Jennifer, although of course we need a formal identification to be sure.’
Mr Bale raised his head, and Tom looked into the sallow cheeks and haunted eyes of the girl’s father. Whatever the cause of Jennifer’s death, this couple would have to cope with a world without their daughter, and their lives would never be the same.
‘Was it an accident, or did someone push her?’ Mrs Bale said, her voice clipped.
Tom knew that at some point Mrs Bale would inevitably have to give way to her grief, but for now she was holding herself together.
‘We’re not sure what happened yet, and of course we’re looking into every possibility. But as far as we can tell – and there’s a way to go before we can be certain – there was nobody else present.’
‘So it was an accident?’
‘Possibly. But at the moment we can’t find any reason why a young girl would have gone into a very unpleasant derelict block of flats and up onto the roof. Do you know why that might have happened? Or do you know of anything that was making your daughter unhappy at this time?’
The couple stared at him, their mouths slightly open. Then Mrs Bale looked at her husband briefly before turning back towards Tom and Becky, her eyes flashing and the anger rolling off her in waves.
‘I know what you’re getting at, but that is a truly wicked thing to suggest. If this poor child has taken her own life, it can’t be Jennifer. You should be ashamed of yourselves. Our daughter wouldn’t kill herself. It’s not possible. So you can forget that right now and start looking at what really happened. If you’re thinking of taking the easy way out, don’t.’ The final word was almost spat at Tom.
Becky leaned forward. ‘I understand how you feel, Mrs Bale. It must be very difficult to imagine that your child might have taken such a decision.’
Mr Bale looked at his wife as if waiting for her to respond. She didn’t glance his way, but spoke directly to Tom.
‘Our faith doesn’t allow it. Jennifer knows what something like this would do to our family, and how others would view us. It’s a sin to take your own life. Life is a sacred gift. Suicide is self-murder. She wouldn’t do it. I’m telling you, she didn’t kill herself.’ Her voice had become flat and unemotional, each word clipped as if her initial fury was spent, to be replaced with disgust at the mere suggestion.
Mr Bale had been watching his wife as she spoke, but now he sat back and looked at the wall above Tom’s head, unable to meet his eyes. His brow had furrowed, and Tom could see that he wasn’t going to be able to hold back his grief for much longer. They needed to arrange for this couple to formally identify the body, and then leave them to their mourning. But if they were going to investigate this death properly, Tom needed some information.
‘Would you mind talking to me about your daughter? Can you tell me about her friends, what she did in her spare time and so on?’
‘She was a good daughter,’ Mrs Bale said. ‘She knew what was expected of her.’
Tom had no idea what that meant. ‘Is there anything you can tell me about her that might help us to trace her movements – to discover why she was at the derelict flats? Did she have a boyfriend, do you know?’
Mrs Bale glanced at her husband with her head slightly to one side, as if giving a silent order to him to speak. He lifted his head and appeared to look at Tom, but he was still focusing on the wall behind his head.
‘She didn’t have a boyfriend. She’s not old enough. I haven’t given my permission, and I won’t for a few years.’
If Tom had ever seen an example of a human ventriloquist’s dummy, this was it. He looked at Mrs Bale. She was looking down, smoothing the red dress over her thighs as if satisfied with her husband’s response. He was certain they were going to get nothing useful out of these two while they were in the same room.
Becky had clearly picked up his silent message. ‘Could I make you both a cup of tea or coffee?’ she asked. ‘Mrs Bale, would you mind showing me where the kitchen is?’
Mr Bale quickly pushed himself up from the sofa before his wife could respond. ‘It’s all right, Linda. I’ll go.’
There was no doubt at all that Gregory Bale was only too glad to get out of the room, and Tom hoped Becky would be able to get some sense out of him, because he was sure he was going to get nothing at all from his wife.
*
The kitchen was much as Becky would have expected in a property of this age that hadn’t been brought up to date by demolishing walls, adding flat-roof extensions and fitting bi-folding doors. It was a small galley, with room for just one person to cook.
Mr Bale led the way in and turned to face her.
‘What would you like to drink?’ he asked, reaching for the kettle.
‘I’ll have coffee, if that’s okay. DCI Douglas will have the same, but I’m happy to make it. Please, Mr Bale, you don’t need to do this.’
Becky made a move towards the kettle, and Mr Bale banged it down on the draining board and pushed past her, moving quickly towards the door. For a moment Becky thought he was going to flee upstairs, but to her surprise he pushed the door closed and leaned against it, his palms pressing down on either side of his body as if to ward off an intruder.
‘You didn’t want a drink really, did you? And I don’t think you really needed someone to show you where the kitchen is – it wouldn’t have taken many of your detecting skills to find it.’
Becky looked at the man’s face, the last vestiges of self-control slipping, his voice breaking on the last syllable.
‘I’m so sorry, Mr Bale. I thought it might be useful to give the two of you a bit of space, that’s all. I quite understand if you want to go back to your wife.’
There was a trace of a smile for a fleeting second, but now the tears were flowing freely. Becky unravelled a handful of kitchen roll from its stainless-steel holder and passed it to Mr Bale. Knowing that nothing she could say or do would make this poor man feel any better, she busied herself with the coffee to give him some time.
‘I think Jen might have been seeing someone.’ Mr Bale spoke quietly.
Becky didn’t turn round, but carried on with her task, not wanting to interrupt the flow.
‘Don’t tell my wife. She has no idea, and she’d be furious. She wouldn’t forgive me for not telling her, and maybe she’d be right.’
‘It’s not that unusual for a girl of Jennifer’s age to be interested in boys, Mr Bale. But you said before that you hadn’t given your permission. I’m not sure I understand.’
Becky pushed a cup of coffee across the worktop to Mr Bale, who wiped his eyes and stuck the damp kitchen roll in his trouser pocket.
‘We believe that girls shouldn’t start dating until they are of marriageable age – and then they’re supposed to be serious relationships, not frivolous.’
‘So it’s a religious thing?’ Becky asked, trying not to show her surprise.
‘Yes, but God forgive me, I think it’s a mistake. Young girls have to kiss a lot of frogs before they find a prince. And it’s the same for boys. They know when they marry that the man is supposed to be the one in charge, but unless you’ve had a few relationships you don’t always realise what you’re getting yourself into.’
Mr Bale spoke the words quietly, as if this was something that was very close to his heart.
‘And your wife doesn’t agree?’
He shook his head. ‘I suspected Jen might have met someone, but I couldn’t ask her because then I would know. And if I knew, I would have had to tell my wife. She would have expected me to lay down the law and forbid her to see this boy. So it was better not to know, if that makes sense.’
Becky tried to ignore the thought that if Jennifer had been able to talk to either of her parents, none of this might have happened. It was too late for If only… and it wasn’t a helpful thought, much less one she should voice.
‘What do you know, or what have you guessed, about the boyfriend?’
Mr Bale hung his head. ‘I don’t really know anything. Jen had taken up swimming recently. She went with her friend Lauren. We don’t encourage competitive sport, but she said she wanted to swim for pleasure and there’s a pool that’s not too hard to get to from here – River View. She takes the tram and then a bus. On one of the nights she was supposed to be swimming I saw Lauren going into the chip shop – so obviously not at the pool with Jen. And although she always brought her costume home wet, it didn’t smell like a swimming pool, if you know what I mean. I know she might have rinsed it, but it’s a smell that lingers, isn’t it?’
‘Did you ask her about why she wasn’t with her friend?’
Mr Bale looked up and Becky saw a flush on his sallow cheeks. ‘No. Because like I said, I’d have known, wouldn’t I? I pretended I hadn’t seen Lauren, then I didn’t have to say anything to Linda.’
Just as Becky was about to ask more, there was a yell of anguish followed by the slam of a door upstairs, and Mr Bale’s head swivelled towards the door.
‘Oh no!’ He turned swiftly and wrenched the door open, setting off at a run for the stairs. ‘It’s okay,’ he shouted. ‘Daddy’s coming.’
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Tom and Becky were finally on their way back to the office. Tom had accompanied Mr Bale to the mortuary for the formal identification, his wife opting to remain at home with their son, and Becky had stayed with them. It hadn’t taken long, but Tom couldn’t get the image of Mr Bale’s wide-eyed look of horror from his head.
‘What did you make of the Bales’ reaction, Becky?’
He glanced sideways at her, noticing that she looked a bit pale too, but he didn’t dare ask her if she was okay again. He had taken over the driving, and she had given in much more readily than he would normally have expected, deluded as she was that she was an excellent driver.
‘What?’ she asked, looking as if he had just woken her from a dream. ‘Oh, sorry. It’s pretty clear that they don’t want to believe what’s happened, particularly Mrs Bale, and if Jennifer did kill herself they’re not going to find it easy to accept, are they?’
Tom blew out a long breath. ‘What did the dad have to say when you got him alone? He didn’t speak much to me on the way to the mortuary, and I can’t say I blame him.’
‘It was all a bit weird, really. He’s fairly sure that Jennifer had something going on with a boy, but it was better not to know.’
Becky filled Tom in with the rest of Mr Bale’s revelations and his suspicions about the days when Jennifer was supposed to be swimming.
‘I think his wife forces him to be far more strict than he believes is absolutely necessary, so he didn’t delve too deeply. From what I could gather,’ Becky said, ‘they believe in a patriarchal family – the father sets all the rules and everybody has to obey them.’
‘Wives, submit to your husbands in all things,’ Tom said in a fake pompous voice.
‘What? Where has that come from?’ Becky swung round to face him, laughing.
‘Don’t shoot the messenger. It’s from the Bible. It may not be those precise words, but that’s the gist of it. Ephesians, I think. So Mr Bale is supposed to make the rules that Mrs Bale and their family live by.’
Becky snorted. ‘Whereas in reality Mrs Bale tells him what the rules are, and he just passes them on. I now know what he meant when he said men don’t always realise what they’re getting themselves into.’
She gazed out of the window for a while, but being silent for long was not her forte.
‘Did you hear Jennifer’s little brother cry out from upstairs?’
‘I did, and Mrs Bale looked cross. She’s not the most empathetic of parents, is she? Did you get any explanation from her husband?’
Becky’s mirthless laugh indicated her thoughts very clearly. ‘He told me the child had been listening at the door and he’d run back upstairs sobbing, saying things like, “I should have helped her.” I asked if I could speak to him, but apparently that was one step too far. We need to follow it up, Tom. Maybe her kid brother was the only person she could confide in.’
For the rest of the short journey they made their plans for the next day, but there was nothing they could do right now and Tom couldn’t see anything to be gained by working late. It was Becky’s first crime scene since she had been back, and he could sense how much it had taken out of her.
‘I’ll drive you back and pick up my car, Becky, then let’s call it a day. Don’t want to be sending you back to the hospital just yet, do we?’
Becky didn’t respond for a few moments.
‘Are you still okay to meet up later, Tom?’ she asked, her voice unusually hesitant.
‘Of course. But do you want a chat now, as I’m driving and not clasping on to the sides of my seat for a change?’ He smiled.
‘Er…no. I’d rather stick to the plan. Meet up in Bar Roma at seven, if that’s all right with you.’
This was very unlike Becky, and Tom was puzzled. But if she wanted to talk, he certainly had nobody to rush home to.
‘I could stop somewhere,’ he said.
‘No, I’d rather drive my car home and get a taxi in. Would that be all right?’
Stranger and stranger, Tom thought.
‘Of course. It’s sounds like you’re planning a heavy evening.’
Becky grunted in response, and Tom had the horrible feeling that she was about to resign from the force. If so, that would be a huge loss, both personally and professionally.
‘I need to phone Lucy first, but seven o’clock should be fine,’ he said, thoughts of his daughter driving all other concerns from his mind. Day after day Tom witnessed the dangers inherent in growing up, and a flicker of fear for his daughter lurked permanently at the edge of his consciousness. Today’s tragedy had been one of the worst, and he needed to talk to Lucy, to make sure that she was safe and happy.
‘Give her my love,’ Becky said.
*
As soon as Tom had parked the car and walked across to his own, Becky jumped into the driving seat. She had the feeling she was going to need a bit of Dutch courage tonight, so far better to get a taxi.
She hoped and prayed that she had got everything right – the timing and Tom’s state of mind. She wondered how long it would it take him to forgive her if she was completely wrong.
Her designated parking space at Mark’s apartment building was taken, as always, which drove her insane. She was tempted to bring some police notices to stick on the offending car, and at some point she would, but not tonight. She parked in a visitor’s spot and glanced up at the lighted window of their living room. Mark was home, but she couldn’t face him right now, so she walked to the end of the road where she could pick up a taxi on its way back to Piccadilly – the one advantage of living right on top of a noisy railway station.
She gave the driver the address of the bar where she had agreed to meet Tom and climbed into the back, going over and over in her mind the best way to play things.
Relax, she told herself. But what if she’d read Tom all wrong?
Tom was already at the bar when she arrived and raised his arm. She swallowed her anxiety and walked across the busy room to his side.
‘How’s Lucy?’ she asked.
He smiled, and the love for his daughter shone from his eyes.
‘She’s fine. A bit stroppy, according to her mum, but she said to say hi to you and asked if you’d been drinking any more river water.’
‘Oh, ha bloody ha.’ Lucy was a great kid, and Becky knew how much Tom missed seeing her every day.
‘What are you having?’ he asked, smiling down at her.
Becky looked at her boss, at the lines that creased his face when he smiled and the slightly messy dark blond hair that just touched his collar, and wondered what on earth she was doing.
‘Could I have a vodka and tonic, please – not too much tonic.’
Tom raised his eyebrows and his grin widened. ‘Like that, is it? Go and sit down – I’ll bring the drinks over.’
Becky chose a table in a noisy corner, aware that the more people were laughing and talking around her, the less likely they were to hear what she had to say.
Tom arrived all too quickly with the drinks and raised his glass in a silent toast. ‘It’s great to have you back, Becky, but don’t push yourself. You should take a leaf out of Leo’s book. She’s decided that life’s too short – as in her case it very nearly was. Yours too, for that matter. She makes sure she has time to relax and enjoy herself these days.’
Becky took a large gulp of her vodka. Had she got this completely wrong?
Tom hadn’t finished. ‘You should be at home resting, so what on earth is so important that it couldn’t wait?’
Becky took a second drink. ‘It’s personal, Tom, and I’m really concerned that I’m about to do something inappropriate.’
She paused and looked at his face. The smile was fading. She had to get on with it.
‘When I asked if you would be free for a drink, and you said you didn’t have any plans, I took that to mean that you’re not seeing anyone at the moment. But you just mentioned Leo. Are you back together?’
Tom was beginning to look wary.
‘Why would you want to know that?’ he asked. As always, he was being economical with information about his private life.
‘I got the impression that things were over between you. Was I wrong?’
Tom’s brow furrowed. ‘Becky, I don’t have to explain the ins and outs of my relationship with Leo to you or anyone else.’
Becky flapped the hand that wasn’t holding the glass to her lips, and noticed the vodka had nearly all gone.
‘No, no – it’s okay. I just wanted to be sure that you’re over her.’
Tom put his whisky glass down on the table and leaned back, as if recoiling from Becky.
I’m doing this all wrong, she thought. What if he’s seeing her again? It’s weeks since she told me they were done.
‘Look, Tom, it’s simple. I’m trying to work out if you’re available – whether you’d be interested in maybe exploring the possibility of a new relationship.’
Becky knew her boss well enough to recognise when he was trying to control his facial expression. After five seconds that seemed like an eternity Tom leaned forward and reached out a hand to pull one of Becky’s from the beer mat that she was currently tearing into small pieces.
‘Becky…’
One look at Tom’s face told her everything she needed to know. She pulled her hand away sharply and stood up.
‘I’m going to the loo.’
She pushed her way through a crowd of people and strode quickly to the Ladies. Finding an empty cubicle, she pushed the door closed behind her and leaned against it.
Well, she thought, I made a right cock of that.
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Tom needed another drink, but if he deserted their table now it would be taken in an instant as the bar filled up. A passing waiter carrying food to another table stopped by Tom’s side.
‘Will you be eating, sir?’ he asked.
‘Not just now, thanks. Maybe later,’ he said. ‘Is it possible to get another drink, though?’
The waiter seemed all too happy to help, and after he had deposited the food returned to take Tom’s order. He ordered doubles for both of them.
What could Becky be thinking? He had to prevent her from saying more. Surely she wasn’t going to proposition him? What about Mark?
He was going to have to deflect this somehow. Tom had never thought of himself as much of a catch, and his ex-wife certainly had no hesitation in detailing his weaknesses and flaws. But right now he had no idea how he was going to handle this when Becky came back.
He was staring into his newly delivered drink, turning the glass round and round, wondering what on earth he was going to say – and anyway, where the hell was Becky; she had been gone for about ten minutes – when he became conscious of a subtle, light fragrance that had nothing to do with food and realised someone was standing next to the table. He looked up.
‘Louisa,’ he said with a rush of pleasure. He hadn’t seen her since those dreadful days at the hospital when Becky had almost died. ‘What a lovely surprise.’
Tom stood up and was about to offer his hand to shake when she leaned towards him and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek.
‘Hi, Tom. Mind if I sit down?’
‘I’d be delighted.’ Tom glanced towards the door to the Ladies. At least with Louisa here Becky wouldn’t be able to dig herself any deeper into a hole. ‘What brings you here? Are you meeting someone?’
Louisa laughed. ‘I was certainly hoping so.’
Tom looked at her wide smile and wasn’t at all sure what she meant. She was dressed casually in jeans and a sleeveless vibrant blue top, and she looked so much more relaxed than when he had last seen her as she checked the various bits of machinery monitoring Becky’s breathing.
Louisa leaned forward, whispering confidentially. ‘I was hoping to bump into you, Tom.’
Tom sat back, and the pieces slowly fell into place. He grinned at Louisa. ‘Bloody Becky. She organised this, didn’t she?’
Louisa nodded, clearly amused at Tom’s obvious relief. ‘We were plotting when she was in hospital. The thing is, when you and I met I wasn’t myself. I was struggling with the fact that my friend Hayley had been so brutally murdered, and when I saw you with Leo I assumed you were together so I backed off. Then Becky told me that wasn’t the case and she had the idea that if you and I could meet by accident, I could gauge your response before doing what I always do – jump in with both feet. But I’m not that good at play-acting, so I might as well admit it. You’ve been set up, Tom.’
Louisa’s refreshing honesty made Tom smile.
‘I should have known she was up to something. I’m always economical with personal information, but she was more pushy than usual.’
Tom flushed when he thought about the conversation with Becky and his assumptions. He didn’t know who would be more embarrassed the next time they saw each other.
‘I thought Becky would be here,’ Louisa said, glancing around the room.
‘She disappeared into the Ladies about fifteen minutes ago.’
Louisa smiled and narrowed her eyes, as if examining Tom’s discomfort. ‘Right. I take it she was checking if the coast was clear, and maybe was a little vague about her intentions.’
‘I didn’t know what she was up to, if I’m honest. But I could see she was very uncomfortable.’
‘That’s because Mark doesn’t approve. He told her not to get involved in case it all went pear-shaped, so she hasn’t told him about tonight.’
Tom thought of Becky now, hiding in the one place where he couldn’t reach her. ‘I’m beginning to wonder if she’s sneaked out through the back door. Look, this place is getting quite busy. Do you fancy finding somewhere to eat where we don’t have to shout across the table?’
Louisa’s smile said it all. ‘What about Becky?’
‘Oh, I think Becky needs to torture herself for a bit longer, don’t you? When she finally emerges from hiding, she won’t know whether I got fed up waiting for her or you had arrived. I think I’ll let her stew for a while.’
‘That’s mean,’ Louisa said with a conspiratorial grin. ‘I owe her for this.’
‘I agree, but we can both be suitably grateful in about half an hour when we text her to say thank you.’
Leaving some cash on the table for his drink with Becky’s vodka glass weighing it down, Tom escorted Louisa from the bar. He knew exactly where he was going to take her.
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‘Scarlett, are you sure you’re going to be okay on your own today? I’d work from here, but I’ve got a client meeting this afternoon and I need to get the team together to prepare. I’m sorry, love – it’s going to be a bit boring for you.’ Natalie stood jangling her keys by the door.
Scarlett was stretched full length on the sofa, where she still insisted on sleeping, and it didn’t look as if she was planning on going anywhere soon. She gave Natalie a tight-lipped smile.
‘Just go, Mum. I’ll ring my friends and see if any of them can be bothered to come into town this week, but they’ve probably all got better things to do.’
‘I’ll leave you some money so you can treat them to lunch if you like. What about Gracie?’
‘Now I’m not around, she’ll probably be doing stuff with Debs and Jodie.’
Scarlett looked close to tears, and folded her arms to cover her face. Natalie knew how fragile friendships could be at her age, but she couldn’t have left her alone in that house every day, knowing that Ed was on nights and would be home too.
‘I know this isn’t great for you, sweetheart,’ – a muffled scoffing sound indicated what Scarlett thought of that idea – ‘but why not use this time to get ahead with your coursework for next year?’
Scarlett lifted her arms for a second and gave Natalie a look of disdain before putting them back again.
‘You’ve got a local history project to do next term, and if you get ahead you’ll have more free time when we’re back home. Why don’t you go to the library?’
Scarlett was quiet for a second, but dropped her arms and looked at Natalie. ‘If I get it done, does that mean I’ll be able to go on the school skiing trip?’
Natalie smiled at her daughter. ‘I did say that depends on where you’re up to with your coursework, that’s true. Let’s see how far you get before I make any promises. Have you got any ideas for a subject?’
Scarlett stared at the ceiling for a moment. ‘What about doing it on this place? Did I hear Cliff tell you it used to be a workhouse?’
‘I think so, yes. He was giving me the history of the place when we first arrived. I hope he didn’t scare you with his stories.’
Scarlett covered her eyes with her arms again. ‘If you think I’m worried about a few ghosts, you can forget that.’
Her words sounded slightly hollow to Natalie, who walked across the room and leaned down to kiss her daughter on the cheek. ‘You’re being a star. I’ll see you later.’
Natalie picked up her bag to leave. As she opened the door, Scarlett called out, ‘Mum, before you go, can I ask you something?’
‘Of course.’
‘Does Megan know where we are?’
Natalie waited a beat. ‘Yes. She does. Do you want to speak to her?’
‘She sent me a text to ask if I was okay, so I should call her really.’
Natalie felt a rush of love for her daughter. ‘That’s fine, but Megan doesn’t know the real reason why we left, and for now I need it to stay like that.’
‘Well I’m not likely to tell her, am I, because I don’t understand what’s going on in your head. Or at least I might know what, but I don’t know why it’s in your head.’ The relatively good humour of a moment ago was fading quickly.
‘It’s complicated, Scarlett, but all Megan knows is that things that aren’t quite as they should be.’
To Natalie’s surprise, Scarlett laughed. ‘Are they ever, Mum? Really? Are people who we think they are? As far as I can see, everybody has secrets, even the people we trust the most.’
Before Natalie could ask her what she meant, Scarlett leaped up from the sofa, disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door.
*
Scarlett heard her mum leave the apartment and knew she was alone. She leaned back against the cool bathroom tiles, wanting to stay locked in this safe space. Maybe the ghosts wouldn’t be able to get to her here.
She had lied when she said she wasn’t bothered by what Cliff had said. The truth was that she had hardly slept, holding her breath, listening to see if the voices would come.
She was sure they had. She had just dropped into a doze in the early hours when she thought she heard laughter echoing around her, high-pitched, giddy, but by the time she was fully awake the sound had faded to nothing. Had she really heard it? She wasn’t sure. Was it part of her dream? She didn’t know. Was she imagining it because of what Cliff had said?
All she knew was that each time she drifted into a light sleep the voices seemed to circle her, whispering in her ear as if they were trying to tell her something, and she didn’t know if they were real or if it was all in her mind.
Part of her wanted to hear them, because then she would know that ghosts really did exist, and maybe – if she was lucky – she would find a way to talk to her dad. But if her mum knew she was trying to find a way to talk to a ghost, she would probably want to move them again, or she might think Scarlett had finally lost it.
The previous morning Scarlett had gone to ask Cliff for more than just the key code: she had wanted him to tell her exactly what the other tenant had heard. She had stood at the top of the steps to the south wing for ages, trying to pluck up the courage to go in and talk to him. In the end a young guy in a tight black T-shirt and black jeans, a studded leather belt separating the two, had opened the door to come out. With his sunglasses and his dark stubble he looked like a rock star.
‘You coming in?’ he asked, his face expressionless.
Scarlett had felt self-conscious under his gaze, his eyes all but invisible behind the dark lenses. She muttered, ‘Thank you,’ and he held the door as she walked through. She had the feeling he was watching her, but hadn’t dared to turn round.
The heavy metal door clanged to behind her as she rang Cliff’s bell. The unfriendly man who answered told her Cliff wasn’t there, and she had been horrified to hear he had been mugged. And of course that meant there was nobody to ask about the ghosts.
Scarlett sighed, pushed herself off the bathroom wall and opened the door. The silence of the empty sitting room seemed heavy, so she picked up her phone from the worktop and hurried into the bedroom, closing the door behind her, grateful that the open window was allowing faint city noises to cut through the stillness.
She had to know if the ghosts were real, and there was only one person she could think of, apart from Ed, who might be honest with her. She selected one of the numbers stored in her phone.
‘Megan Jenkins.’ The slightly husky voice with its strong Welsh accent always brought a smile to Scarlett’s face. She loved Megan. There was something so reassuring about her honesty.
‘Megan, it’s Scarlett.’
‘Hi, kid. How are you doing? Did you get my text? I was glad to hear you’d turned up safely yesterday, although personally I was never in any doubt. I love your mum, but she does fuss, doesn’t she?’
Normally if people commented on her mum, Scarlett would leap to her defence, but she knew Megan wasn’t being mean.
‘She was being ridiculous. She thinks I’m a kid.’
Scarlett heard a chuckle from the other end of the phone. ‘Well, you are a kid, but you’re a big kid and you’re relatively sensible – for a teenager, at least. How are you liking Manchester?’
‘I’m not.’
‘No, that’s what I thought. I’m sorry your mum and Ed have fallen out. I never thought it was a great idea them moving in together, but they seemed certain enough.’
Scarlett wanted to tell Megan what had happened, but she had promised not to.
‘They had a horrible argument about something, and Mum decided we had to leave. It was awful. But why didn’t you think they should move in together?’
‘Oh, Ed and your dad are so different. I was worried that your mum would find it difficult to adjust. But that’s just me talking, and I’m a cynical bugger, as we all know. Anyway, it’s good to hear from you.’
Megan was the only person who never spoke to her as if she was a child, and suddenly Scarlett was worried that she would laugh at her for what she was about to say.
‘Can I ask you something?’ she asked. ‘In all your years in the police you must have come across some strange things.’
Megan laughed. ‘You can say that again.’
‘Have you ever come across anyone who claims to have seen, or heard, a ghost – and have you ever believed them?’
To Scarlett’s surprise, Megan didn’t scoff at the question. ‘Why are you asking?’
‘Some woman who lived in this apartment before us said she heard ghosts, and I wondered if that could be true – if people could really contact the dead?’
‘Okay, this is a tricky question. I’ve heard lots of very plausible people say that they’ve had experiences that can only be explained by some kind of spirit activity. Nothing like that has ever happened to me, and I find it very hard to believe in anything I haven’t seen myself. But, and this is a big but, as my old mum used to say, it’s only a couple of hundred years since electricity was discovered, and yet it’s always been there. So who knows what else is out there, just waiting to be unearthed, if that’s not an inappropriate choice of word. I would say you should keep an open mind.’
That wasn’t really the response Scarlett had been expecting, and she didn’t speak for a moment.
‘Scarlett, are you thinking of your dad? Because if you are, I don’t think it’s quite so simple as willing someone to talk to you.’
Scarlett swallowed the lump that had suddenly appeared in her throat. She so wished she could talk to her dad one more time, but she couldn’t admit that – not even to Megan.
‘Oh no. It’s not that. It’s to do with a history project I’m doing. Forget I asked.’
She didn’t want to tell Megan that she had lain awake all night, listening for the sounds that had driven the last tenant out of the apartment, and before Megan could ask her anything else, she changed the subject.
They chatted for a couple of minutes longer, Megan promising to come into Manchester to see Scarlett on her next day off, and then ended the call.
Scarlett had expected the incredibly practical and down-to-earth Megan to laugh at the idea of a ghost. That’s why she had chosen her as the person to ask. But she hadn’t laughed, and now Scarlett was more confused than ever. Surely if ghosts were able to talk to the living, her dad would find a way?
But if she believed in spirits, she also had to believe that the sounds in the flat were real too, and the thought terrified her.
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It was early when Tom arrived at police headquarters – ‘the office’ as he always referred to it. He was determined to beat Becky to it. He was going to wait and see how long it took her to come and find him, her tail between her legs. He grinned. What she had done last night had been inappropriate to say the least, but he was so very glad she had gone out on a limb for him.
He would have made her suffer in silence for a little longer last night, but Louisa had told him not to be cruel. They had been eating at a new Turkish restaurant that Tom had discovered recently, and while they demolished a plate of meze between them Louisa had texted her thanks to Becky.
‘Aren’t you going to tell her yourself that it’s all fine, Tom?’
Tom had feigned a look of mock indignation as he bit through crunchy pastry into the best muska boregi he had ever tasted.
‘No chance. She had me squirming with embarrassment in that bar, so I might wait a while. Let her think that I’m really mad at her, even if she knows you’re okay with it all.’
Louisa laughed. ‘Well, I’m not going to let her suffer. And I’m going to tell her you’re smiling. Mean, but smiling.’
She was right about the smile. He hadn’t stopped since he had looked up from staring into his Scotch and seen Louisa standing next to him. He had been relieved to find that she shared his enthusiasm for food too. She had eaten her fair share of the meze and ordered chicken sis with rice for her main course.
As she took another falafel from the remains of the platter sitting between them, she had commented on her appetite. ‘I’ve no doubt I’ll get fat,’ she said. ‘But at least I’ll enjoy the journey. All people talk about nowadays is the latest fad diet, and I do find it all a bit tedious.’
‘As a doctor, aren’t you supposed to tell your patients they need to be thin?’
She pulled a face. ‘I want them to be healthy and happy. Eating junk is a different thing altogether, and of course I’ve got plenty to say about that. But people are afraid of putting anything in their mouths other than a carrot stick. Oh, sorry – I forgot. Carrots have carbs in, don’t they?’ She paused to chew and swallow a mouthful of chickpeas. ‘And woe betide you if you eat a banana.’
Tom now sat in his office, remembering what a good night they had had. They seemed to have so much in common, and not just a love of eating good food. Tom had never been on a diet in his life. Cooking was one of his passions, and as he pondered when it might be appropriate to call Louisa and ask her out again, he decided he was going to offer to cook her one of his Indian feasts. That was always assuming she wanted to see him again.
His thoughts were interrupted by a double knock on the door, which was immediately thrust open. Becky stood in the doorway, her mouth in a thin line, her stance bordering on the belligerent. She was clutching a folder to her chest with both arms and clearly wasn’t planning on the meek, apologetic approach.
Tom raised his eyebrows.
‘How long are you going to make me suffer?’ she asked. ‘I need to know so that I can put a date in my diary for when things are going to return to normal.’
Tom couldn’t help laughing. ‘Hang on a minute. Aren’t I supposed to be the one that’s cross?’
‘Why would you be? I set you up with a gorgeous, intelligent woman.’
‘You did indeed. But there were a few tricky moments that I shudder to remember.’
Becky grinned. ‘Oh, you mean when you thought I was propositioning you?’
It was time to put an end to the banter before things got out of hand.
‘Let’s agree that what you did turned out well. Louisa is a very nice woman.’
‘Nice! Is that the best you can do?’
Tom agreed silently that it was a completely innocuous word and didn’t do Louisa justice, but it was all Becky was getting.
‘Just promise me you’ll never do anything like that again. Okay?’
‘Okay.’ Becky nodded and her posture relaxed. ‘I suppose you want me to make you a coffee now, don’t you?’
‘Peace offering,’ he said, holding up both hands, palms facing Becky. ‘I’ll make the coffee. How’s that?’ Tom pushed his chair back from the desk and made to stand up.
‘No, it’s fine,’ Becky said, dropping the file she was clasping onto Tom’s desk. ‘You need to read this. I am not so pissed off that I can’t make you a drink.’
She turned to leave. The file was labelled ‘Jennifer Bale’.
Tom opened the file and began to read. The photographs taken at the scene were there, and they weren’t easy to look at. It wasn’t a particularly high building, and although Jennifer probably hadn’t realised it, she could have survived. But the pool of blood around the body showed that the way she had fallen had damaged her beyond all hope of being saved. Included in the file was a preliminary report from the crime scene team. Their measurements were listed, and they had concluded that it seemed most likely – the most they could commit to at this stage – that she had jumped.
The pathologist’s report confirmed that death was caused by the fall, and there were no visible signs of a struggle. As Tom reached the penultimate page of the document, Becky pushed the door open and came in with two cups of coffee.
‘Have you finished?’ she asked as she put a cup down next to Tom’s right hand.
‘Nearly. Just as we expected, really.’
‘Until you get to the last page, that is.’
Tom glanced up quickly and then down again as he turned to the last page of the pathologist’s report.
‘Oh crap.’ Tom leaned back in his chair and raised his eyes to Becky’s. ‘I suppose we have the joy of telling the parents?’ It was a rhetorical question.
Becky’s frown indicated her agreement. The pathologist had concluded that Jennifer was sexually active, due to internal lacerations and bruising on her thighs.
‘In spite of the bruising there’s no conclusive evidence that she was forced. There are no defence wounds, and no sign that she was restrained. It seems likely it’s happened more than once as well. Some of the bruising is old, and some of the lacerations had apparently started to heal. I called the pathologist for his opinion, which he was happy to discuss, although obviously his report just states the facts.’
‘What did he have to say?’ Tom asked.
‘He said that Jennifer was quite a late developer, and if she was tense, nervous or not aroused, that could explain the lacerations, and the bruising could be down to a number of things – a very bony boyfriend, or perhaps he kept his clothes on and the bruising was caused by a belt. Or just very vigorous sex.’
‘Sadly she’s not here to answer those questions,’ Tom said.
‘There’s no semen present. They’ve taken the usual specimens, but the pathologist isn’t hopeful. He said she was “scrubbed clean”, and I can’t wipe the vision out of my head of this girl getting herself into a relationship that she didn’t know how to handle, knowing that her parents would have a complete fit if they found out, and then trying to scrub every bit of evidence from her body.’
‘So why go back for more?’
Becky shook her head.
Tom took a sip of his coffee. ‘It’s a bloody nuisance we’re right at the start of the school holidays. We need to hear what her friends have to say.’
‘The head teacher’s been informed and she’s on the case.’
‘Good,’ Tom said. ‘We need to find out if anyone knew what was happening to Jennifer, but I don’t like the feel of this one, Becky. I have a hunch it’s more sinister than just girl meets boy, somehow.’
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By early afternoon Scarlett had texted all her friends, trying to get them to come into town. A few had already gone on holiday, and others said was difficult to get to Manchester because they were reliant on parents to drive them to the tram stop, and they were out at work all day.
Scarlett felt like crying. She had been looking forward to this summer break for so long, and Ed had talked about maybe taking them away for a week if her mum was able to get the time off work. Now she was stuck in this cramped little flat when they could have been living in Ed’s roomy old house. Here she had no friends and nothing to do.
She sat back heavily on the sofa, her face in her hands, fingers pressed against her eyes in an effort to stop the tears spilling down her cheeks.
Beneath the self-pity, Scarlett felt some guilt about giving her mum such a hard time. She didn’t want to argue with her like she had with her dad on the very morning that he was killed.
Scarlett would never forget that morning. She’d had a sleepless night, worrying about what she knew – or thought she knew – about her dad. So when she heard him banging about as he tried to find the puppy’s lead, she had crept downstairs. It was before six and her mum was still fast asleep. She could remember every second of their brief conversation. He had been bending down to put the flashing collar on her lovely puppy, who was squirming with delight at the idea of going out, when he had sensed her behind him.
‘Morning, love,’ he said with a big smile. ‘You’re up early. I’m just taking this little one out for a stroll down the lane. Do you want to get dressed and come with me?’
Scarlett hadn’t answered, and she hadn’t smiled back at him. She was close to tears, and her voice shook.
‘I know what you’re doing, Dad. I know you’ve got a secret, and I know what it is. I need to tell you that I think you’re disgusting.’
Her dad had gone white, but he hadn’t asked her what she meant, so he must have known. ‘Scarlett, love, you don’t know anything. Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong. Trust me. Okay?’
She had scoffed at him, and when he walked across to her with his arms outstretched she backed away, the puppy still dancing around their legs.
‘Oh baby, please. Whatever you think you know, don’t say a word to your mum until I’ve had a chance to explain it to you. And I will, I promise. I’ll pick you up after school today and we’ll go to the burger place you like. You’ll understand then, really you will.’
‘Well if you don’t want Mum to know, I suggest you don’t leave your phone lying around. Pretty basic mistake, if you ask me.’
For a moment she thought she had seen a flash of relief on his face. But that couldn’t have been right.
‘I love you, Scarlett,’ he said, picking up the dog’s lead again. ‘Just remember that.’
‘That’s good, because right now I don’t even like you.’
And those were the last words she had ever spoken to her dad. All because of some stupid text message she had seen on his phone. She couldn’t even remember the words now. It had said something like, ‘It’s going to be hard, but it’s time to tell the truth’ and had ended with ‘I love you.’ She had no idea what truth he was supposed to tell, but she did know that someone else was in love with her dad, and that wasn’t right.
Scarlett didn’t know for sure who it was from because the number had been withheld, but she only had one suspect, although it could have been someone her dad had met through work or at the gym. She hoped more than anything that her mum would never find out that he had betrayed her. If only he had made it through that day so he could have explained it. If only she had told him how much she loved him. Because she did.
Scarlett felt one of her tearful attacks coming on. They were fairly infrequent now, but sometimes the guilt threatened to overwhelm her.
Remembering her parting shot to her mum that morning, Scarlett felt bad. Saying that everybody had secrets wasn’t clever – her mum had enough to worry about – but where were these weird ideas about Ed coming from? Yes, he was affectionate, but she had known him all her life and she thought of him as a kind-of uncle.
He had only made her uncomfortable a couple of times – once when he had come into the bathroom while she was having a shower. But it had been an accident, she was sure. And later that day he had fixed a lock on the bathroom door, saying he never thought to knock because he had been so used to living by himself. That made sense, didn’t it? And there was the time she had woken in the night to find him sitting on the side of her bed in his boxers, stroking her arm. He said she had been crying in her sleep and he hadn’t wanted to wake her mum because he knew how concerned she would be. Scarlett had never doubted it was the truth until now.
She sighed and got up from the sofa, opened a packet of Jaffa Cakes and pulled out three, biting into one as she sat down again. She was so bored.
With nothing better to do that morning, she had at least made a start on her history project. She had used her iPad to search online and discovered that an archive of records about the Manchester workhouses was held at the Central Library, so she had wandered along to check it out. The thing that bothered Scarlett most, from what she had read, was that when this place was a workhouse about half of the occupants were children, and they were often separated from their parents. The children lived in one part of the building, their parents another, so they didn’t live together as families.
Scarlett sat back on the sofa and tried to imagine what it must be like to be brought up without the love of even one parent. She couldn’t. She looked at her watch, wondering what time her mum would be back, but it was only one o’clock. With a sigh, she reached for the television remote and was about to click it when she heard something.
At first it was subtle, just a hint of sound, but it became clearer as she concentrated. She could hear the sound of laughter. This time she wasn’t sleeping. This time she knew it was real. And it was coming from inside the flat.
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As Tom and Becky entered the Grove High School, Tom breathed in. There was a smell that seemed unique to schools, although the modern ones – like this one – had a subtly different aroma to the older ones. There was a vague odour of concrete, and the proximity of the gym provided a whiff of teenage sweat. His own school had smelled of overcooked vegetables – particularly cabbage – and it had hit him every day as he walked through the door.
A thin colourless woman with a weak smile and short tightly permed hair walked towards them.
‘Good afternoon. I’m Mrs Tunstall, the head of the school. I’m sorry we have to be meeting under such unfortunate circumstances.’ She held out her hand for Tom to shake and merely gave Becky a cool nod.
Tom was surprised to find such an insipid-looking woman running a school like this, and he could only assume that she kept well out of the way of the students for most of the time. She looked as if they would eat her alive.
‘I didn’t know Jennifer personally. We have twelve hundred children here, and one can’t have knowledge of each and every individual, of course,’ Mrs Tunstall said, confirming Tom’s suspicions. ‘I’ve set two rooms aside – one for interviews with members of staff, and one where you can talk to those friends of Jennifer who have agreed to come forward.’
‘That’s fine, but we may very well need to speak to those who haven’t agreed to come forward too. Could we have a list, please, of those who are not present today?’
Becky’s voice was clipped, and Tom knew she wouldn’t have appreciated being treated as Tom’s insignificant subordinate by Mrs Tunstall.
‘Of course, if you think it necessary. We’ve sought parental permission across the board in her year group, to be on the safe side, but some have requested that their child be interviewed at home.’
Tom glanced at Becky and saw her eyes close for a fraction of a second, no doubt thinking how much extra time this would add to the investigation.
Mrs Tunstall indicated that they should follow her down a corridor lined with classrooms.
‘Jennifer wasn’t a member of any clubs or teams,’ she said. ‘Her parents wouldn’t allow it. From what other members of staff have said to me, she was quite isolated. It seems she was a quiet, obedient girl who didn’t necessarily shine, but neither did she often fail to present adequate work on time. Recently, that hasn’t been the case, though.’
‘In what way have things changed?’ Tom said, interested in anything that demonstrated a difference in behaviour.
‘It started with defiance, as if something inside her had been unleashed and she had developed a level of confidence that she had previously lacked. But the defiance faded after a short time and she appeared more distracted. She missed some days with no excuse, and more recently she has apparently been seen crying once or twice.’
‘Thanks for telling us. That’s useful to know,’ Tom said.
Mrs Tunstall stopped. ‘The rooms we’ve allocated for the interviews are just here.’ She opened the first door and turned to Tom. ‘There was another thing. Last week, just before we broke up, she was in a games lesson. Her parents don’t approve of competitive sport, so she and a couple of other girls were jogging around the perimeter of the playing fields. One minute Jennifer was there, the next she had run off. One of the girls said someone was standing by the fence, and he appeared to be watching her. Unfortunately nobody was close enough to give a good description. All they can say is that it was a man wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses.’
‘Did this man speak to Jennifer?’ Becky asked.
‘No, Inspector. By all accounts he just stood there, his arms by his side, watching. When she saw him staring at her, she ran off and he walked away.’
*
Before arriving at the school, Tom and Becky had agreed to split the interviews. Tom would talk to key members of staff and Becky would concentrate on friends and peers. She settled herself as best she could in a very uncomfortable chair and the first of Jennifer’s classmates was shown in.
As the afternoon wore on, it became clear that all the girls were saying more or less the same thing.
‘Jennifer didn’t really mix with us. She only had a few friends, and I wasn’t one of them. She had been acting weird recently. She’d always been really quiet, but she got quite cocky and lippy for a bit. It didn’t last long, though, and then – if anything – she became even more of a loner than before.’
Different words from each of them, but the same picture. There was a sense of nervous tension about some of them, as if being interviewed by the police was an exciting event – an occasion to boast about to their friends. Others demonstrated a touch of hysteria, as if somehow what had happened to Jennifer was contagious. Becky spent most of the afternoon reassuring the girls, but got very little information.
It was getting late, and she had almost given up on achieving anything useful when a small slim girl who only looked about twelve came in with her head bowed. Becky checked her list. This was Naeema, and she was showing signs of tears, though whether down to a fear of being interviewed or genuine sorrow for the death of a friend, Becky couldn’t tell initially.
‘Tell me how you knew Jennifer, Naeema.’
‘She was quiet and I’m quiet,’ the girl said, her voice so soft that Becky could barely hear her. ‘We couldn’t be friends outside school because of our different religions, but we spent time together when we were here.’
Naeema was wearing a hijab, and Becky realised that from a belief perspective she and Jennifer were a million miles apart. She cursed the impact of religion when it prevented girls like Naeema and Jennifer from enjoying each other’s company outside the classroom.
‘Naeema, some of the teachers have said that Jennifer had changed recently. Did you notice any difference?’
The girl’s head dropped, and Becky thought she was going to start crying again. Naeema began chewing her fingernail as if thinking what to say.
‘People used to make fun of me and Jennifer,’ she finally said. ‘We’re both skinny, and the boys used to mock us because we didn’t have any…’
She paused.
‘It’s okay, Naeema,’ Becky said. ‘I understand. Did that upset Jennifer?’
‘A bit, but she wasn’t supposed to date boys, and anyway the boys here are all idiots. But I think there was someone she met when she went swimming. She was so excited to think somebody was interested in her, but she wouldn’t say much about him. She wouldn’t even tell me his name.’
‘According to her father, Jennifer didn’t always go swimming when she told her parents she did. Is he right?’
Naeema’s eyes opened wide, as if she was a little scared at the thought that Jennifer’s secret was out.
‘She’d been going to the River View Pool with her friend – I think she’s called Lauren. I don’t know her. She goes to the academy on the other side of town.’
‘What happened?’
‘Jennifer met someone about the third or fourth time she went, and then I think she stopped going swimming. She went to meet him instead.’
‘What did she tell you about him?’ Becky asked.
‘She was really excited the first couple of times they met, and then she wouldn’t talk about him. She stopped hanging out with me and she became secretive. It was like she thought she was too good for me, you know?’
Becky felt for the girl. It was common for boyfriends to come between friends at this age and she didn’t really have any words of comfort to offer.
‘Do you know who he was, Naeema?’
‘No. I asked to start with if she would show me his photo, but she said he wouldn’t let her take any. She said he took lots of photos of her, though. She smiled when she said that, and I didn’t like it.’
Becky’s antennae were waving madly in the air, but she couldn’t push Naeema.
‘Did she show you any of the photos he’d taken of her?’
‘No, she said they were private, but…’ Naeema looked worried again, and Becky waited. ‘I think something went wrong. She started to get upset a lot. She hadn’t had much to do with me for a while, but I didn’t like to see her crying. I asked if it was because of him, and she nodded.’
Becky leaned towards Naeema, her hands clasped on her knees. She really wanted to give this poor child a hug but knew it would be inappropriate and might send her running out of the room.
‘It’s okay, Naeema. Anything you tell me now is only going to help.’
She lifted her head slightly and raised her eyes to look at Becky. ‘I told her to dump him.’
‘That sounds like good advice, if he was making her so unhappy.’
‘I thought so too. But Jennifer laughed. She told me I had no idea what I was talking about. There was no way she could dump him. Not ever.’
‘Did she tell you why?’
‘She said, “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Naeema. I belong to him now.”’
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‘DI Robinson, may I have a word, please?’
Back in the incident room, Becky was stopped in her tracks on the way to making a cup of tea. They had been provided with hot drinks throughout the afternoon at the school, but it had either been stewed tea or coffee like washing-up water, and right now she wanted a decent cup. She needed a bit of time to think through everything she had been told that day – especially by Naeema – and she had to check if the team had managed to track down Jennifer’s friend Lauren.
‘Give me five minutes, Keith, and I’ll be with you,’ she said to the efficient DS. ‘I’m going to make a cuppa. Do you want one?’
Keith looked mildly shocked at the idea of Becky making him a cup of tea. ‘No, ma’am, I’m fine. But I’m more than happy to make you one, if you’d like me to?’
‘No need. I’ll be straight back.’
Keith was working on the investigation into the death of Sergeant Bernard Gray, and Becky needed to switch her mind from the current investigation so she could focus on whatever Keith wanted. Making a cup of tea should give her space to organise her thoughts so she could concentrate on Keith’s rather pedantic style.
Mug in hand, she pulled up a chair next to his desk and plonked her tea down. Keith whipped open a drawer and pulled out a coaster to slip under her mug. Becky looked at all the ring marks on the surface, lifted her eyes to Keith and raised her eyebrows. He said nothing.
‘Right. How’s it going, Keith?’
He pursed his lips. ‘I’m not sure this case is going to be as straightforward as DCI Douglas seems to think. The young man whose DNA matches the whisky bottle found in the car that killed Sergeant Gray is Kieran O’Connor, and he’s adamant that he dumped the car a couple of days before Sergeant Gray was killed. He doesn’t deny stealing it, but he swears he didn’t keep it for any length of time.’
‘Well he’s bound to say that, isn’t he?’ Becky said.
‘I agree, ma’am, but I’ve looked into the history of car thefts in the area and I’m sure O’Connor’s responsible for at least some of them. He wasn’t much more than a boy then and he hadn’t passed his driving test. All the other cars stolen in the weeks leading up to this crime were dumped within four or five hours of being taken. Bernard Gray was killed three whole days after the car was stolen. Without anything other than the DNA – which doesn’t actually prove that he was driving – a good lawyer could probably get him off any charge other than the theft of the vehicle.’
Becky had to admit that it was unusual for joyriders to hang on to a car for that length of time.
‘So what do you suggest?’ she asked.
‘I’ve been in touch with the department initially tasked with the investigation of Sergeant Gray’s death. With the lead detective retiring and there being no evidence of any kind to help us identify the perpetrators, it hasn’t really had the focus that perhaps it deserves.’
Becky interpreted this as bugger-all progress had been made.
‘So, what are you looking at?’
Keith lifted some papers and banged their bottom edges on the desk, forcing them into a neat pile.
‘I thought I should start back at the beginning. I’ve not given up on O’Connor – at least until we determine whether he has any sort of alibi that stacks up – but I do think we need to give everything a second look. We’ve always believed this was just a joyrider incident, but if it turns out O’Connor’s telling the truth, we need to look at other options, including whether his death was intentional.’
Becky took a sip of her tea. If Bernie Gray had been murdered – and there was no other interpretation of intentional – then a whole eighteen months had been lost.
‘What lines of enquiry are you following, Keith?’
‘I’ve been through all the reports and I’ve made notes on anything significant.’ Keith indicated the stack of papers, and Becky couldn’t help thinking there must have been much more information than he first suggested. ‘Each sheet holds a separate idea, so as I rule things out, I can throw them away, leaving me with a progressively smaller pile of options to look into.’
That explained the size of the pile at least, even though it was a slightly unconventional approach.
‘If that works for you, Keith, that’s fine,’ she said.
‘The initial investigation couldn’t find any credible link between Sergeant Gray’s death and any of the cases he’d been working on, and as he wasn’t the lead in any of them there was no sensible reason for singling him out, as far as we can tell. So there was nothing to contradict the joyriding assumption.’
Becky hoped he wasn’t planning on rehashing every negative finding in the initial investigation before getting to anything that might move them forward.
‘They also looked into his home life, of course, and in some detail.’
Becky almost groaned. She wanted to hear about something new, something Keith might have unearthed that others had missed.
‘Sergeant Gray was married, happily by all accounts, to his childhood sweetheart. They had one child. Apparently they had hoped to have more, but that wasn’t possible because of a gynaecological problem with Mrs Gray.’ Keith selected the appropriate piece of paper. ‘The report says that she suffered from—’
‘Keith, it’s enough to know that she couldn’t have any more children. Unless whatever was wrong with her internal workings had anything to do with her husband’s death, I think we can probably skip the detail.’
Keith shuffled the page to the back, clearly not quite ready to discard it.
‘Gray had two particularly close friends, Edward Cooper and Megan Jenkins, both longterm colleagues in the police. Edward Cooper’s interesting. I checked out his address on Google and pulled up a picture of his house, as I do for each person involved in a crime. I find it a very useful resource.’
‘And…?’ Becky was keen to talk to Tom about today’s interviews, and this was taking a whole lot longer than it needed to.
Keith turned his stack of papers towards Becky, and the top one showed an image of a very solid-looking double-fronted stone house.
‘I thought this was a little over the top for a single policeman on his salary, so I’d very much like to look into his finances. He must earn the same as I do, roughly, and I’ve checked house prices in the area. This would have cost around seven hundred thousand pounds, I think.’
Becky raised her eyebrows. ‘Well, I have to agree it’s a big house for one man, but maybe he inherited some money, or won some. We can’t make any assumptions.’
‘Actually it’s not just one man now. It seems he has taken up with Natalie Gray, Bernard’s widow, and she and her daughter have moved in with him.’
Wondering whether Keith would elucidate ‘taken up with’, she held up her hand as he was about to move on to the next piece of paper.
‘Hang on a minute. You mean they’re a couple, right?’
‘Without actually asking either of them about their sleeping arrangements it’s rather difficult to verify. All I know is that she moved in with him, and I only know that because I wanted to talk to her and was informed that her address had changed.’
Becky sat forward eagerly. ‘Come on, Keith. What do you think you should be looking into if this O’Connor chap turns out to be innocent of this crime?’
Keith gave her a puzzled frown but didn’t respond.
‘Think about it. It’s eighteen months since your man died – just about long enough to be respectable before the wife takes a new lover. But what if the wife and the best friend were lovers before her husband died, and he was the only thing standing in the way of them being together? We need to find out everything we can about the two of them.’
She pushed her chair back, pleased that something potentially useful had come out of the conversation.
‘Keep the pressure on O’Connor, but you need to make sure nothing was missed in the first investigation, starting with Mrs Gray,’ she said over her shoulder as she walked out of the room.
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Becky had given Tom a brief update on Keith’s progress with the Bernard Gray case, but their attention right now had to be focused on finding out what had happened to Jennifer Bale.
Everything they had heard that day – from the pathologist’s report to Becky’s conversation with Naeema – suggested that Jennifer had been involved in an intense and difficult relationship with a boy. Or was it a man? Was the man who had been standing by the railings close to the games field relevant, or was he just a passer-by?
One thing they couldn’t ignore was the reaction of Jennifer’s brother and his belief that he could have helped her. They had left the Bale family in peace for the day, but they couldn’t overlook the child’s outburst.
‘I’ve got massive sympathy for Mr and Mrs Bale,’ Tom said. ‘However well they seem to be coping with this tragedy, they must be hiding a mountain of pain. But I’m not going to stand for them refusing to let us talk to the boy. What’s his name again?’
‘Archie.’
‘Right. Well I think we have good cause to insist that he talks to us. His sister is dead. We know she had a sexual relationship with someone, and that may or may not have contributed to her decision to take her own life, if that’s what she did. At seven years old it would be hard to argue that Archie is old enough to give his own consent to questioning, so we need to get Mrs Bale – and I’m sure she’s the stumbling block – to grant us permission.’
Becky sat and watched Tom spinning a pen in his hand as he thought it all through. He wasn’t looking at her. His head was somewhere else as he leaned back, reclining his chair as far as it would go without tipping over.
‘We could argue that the parents’ refusal to consent is suspicious and could indicate that something inappropriate has been happening in the family, their son being the only witness to it.’
‘Are you suggesting we get an emergency protection order so we can interview him?’ Becky asked.
Tom pulled himself upright and leaned over the desk, his pen now gripped between both hands.
‘No, but I’m suggesting that we tell them we’ll have no choice, if they won’t let us interview the child.’
In spite of the apparent tensions in the Bale family, neither teachers nor friends had suggested that Jennifer was unhappy at home. But experience told Becky that it was impossible to be certain. How often had the police spoken to grieving parents when a child was missing, only to find that either or both of them were involved in their son or daughter’s disappearance?
Becky’s mind jumped back to a case she and Tom had been involved in with a family whose daughter had been abducted and was missing for years. It turned out eventually that the father had been involved, although he had been a grief-stricken picture of innocence. And now Tom wanted to interview Jennifer’s brother, and they both knew how that request was likely to be received by his parents. But Tom was right. They couldn’t neglect the opportunity to speak to the boy because of concern over upsetting Mr and Mrs Bale.
‘Do you want me to deal with it?’ Becky asked.
Tom paused and looked at her. ‘No. I think I’ll do it, Becky. These are people who live by a very strict set of rules, and I suspect that – to them at least – the most senior officer should be the one to make the call. If they still refuse to play ball, I’ll get Philippa on to them.’
Becky winced. Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley was one scary lady, and Becky thought that even the recalcitrant Mrs Bale would probably shake in her shoes if Philippa called.
Tom picked up the phone and raised his eyebrows. ‘There’s no time like the present.’
He consulted the papers in front of him and dialled.
Becky heard a faint voice from the other end of the phone, and Tom scowled. He had got Mrs Bale then, and not her more understanding husband.
‘Mrs Bale, it’s Detective Chief Inspector Douglas.’
It was Becky’s turn to raise her eyebrows. He rarely used his full title, and almost always included the more informal ‘Tom’. He was clearly about to lay it on thick.
As Becky listened, he did exactly that. He managed somehow to convey his continued sympathy for the family’s loss with a firm and unyielding directive that he had every intention of interviewing Archie. Becky couldn’t hear the other end of the conversation clearly, but she could hear the high notes of agitation from Jennifer’s mother.
‘I agree it’s late in the day today, Mrs Bale, but DI Robinson and I would like to talk to Archie tomorrow morning. You can bring him here if you like, or we can talk to him at home.’
There were more sounds of distress from the other end of the phone, but Becky could see Tom’s mouth set in a firm line. He wasn’t going to be budged.
‘One final thing, Mrs Bale. We’d like to interview your son without either you or your husband present. If you’d like to bring along another responsible adult that Archie trusts, that would be fine – a grandparent, for example. Otherwise, we’ll request that social services provide someone appropriate.’
The raised voice became shouting, and Tom waited for a pause.
‘We need to be sure that Archie’s telling us everything he knows. There may be things he’s not comfortable saying in front of his parents, and in a case as sensitive as this when a young girl has lost her life, we have to be certain that we have every piece of evidence we can get.’
Becky watched Tom’s face harden even further.
‘Mrs Bale, whether your son is allowed to lie to his parents or not, according to your beliefs, is not an issue I’m prepared to explore. Feel free to discuss this with your husband and let me know whether you’ll bring him here or we’ll visit him in your home. Please get back to me within the hour.’
Tom put the phone down.
‘That wasn’t much fun,’ he said. ‘But I want to know what that child believes he knows about his sister. Because he seems to think he knows something.’
*
Tom hadn’t enjoyed the tussle with Mrs Bale. She might be cantankerous and opinionated, but she was a bereaved mother, and while it was bad enough to know that your much-loved daughter was dead, there was also the strong possibility that Mrs Bale was going to have to deal with the news that her daughter had indeed killed herself.
They were planning to talk to Archie in the morning and then have a meeting to discuss their next steps. There was nothing he could do to make this easier for the Bale family, but he wished there was. Whether or not Jennifer had taken her own life, every instinct was telling Tom that something bad had been happening to that girl and it needed to be investigated.
It had been a long day, and it had taken more time than anticipated that afternoon to talk to all the students and teachers. Tom had interviewed Jennifer’s form teacher from the last academic year, a woman he guessed was in her mid thirties. She was attractive in a hard-looking way, with short spiky hair topping a pair of wide blue eyes and a square chin. She had the straight shoulders and spare frame of a long-distance runner, but Tom had discovered that in addition to being Jennifer’s form tutor, she wasn’t a games teacher as he might have expected, but an art teacher.
‘Jennifer was physically a late developer, and I believe she was emotionally immature for her age too. Given the strict code by which she was forced to live, which gave her very little space for personal development, I would say she was ill prepared to cope with the pressures that teenagers have to live through.’
The teacher had shed a few tears, but Tom had sensed a lack of genuine grief. Maybe years spent in classrooms of teenagers inured some teachers to their pupils’ tragedies. Sadly, apart from this insight into Jennifer’s development, she’d had nothing of any use to add.
Tom and Becky had gone through the feedback from all the interviewees. The changes in Jennifer’s behaviour from quiet to cocky and back to subdued suggested something had been going on in the girl’s life, and the suspicion – and that’s all it was – that Jennifer had run off the games field because a man was watching was something to follow up.
They had tried to track down Lauren, the girl with whom Jennifer had gone swimming, only to find that she was on a day trip with her grandparents and wasn’t due back until late that night.
‘So, tomorrow we have Archie Bale and the swimming buddy to interview, and then we need to meet DI Warner to decide how we take this forward. Do we hand it back to him, or do we keep it? What’s your thinking, Becky?’
‘Naeema’s words when she quoted Jennifer made me shiver, if I’m honest. Jennifer said that she belonged to this boy – man – whatever he was. That sounds bad to me. Everything points to suicide, but if she really did feel she belonged to him, isn’t it just as likely that he took her to the top of that roof, held her over the edge and dropped her? Or at the very least, drove her to it.’
Tom knew Becky was trying to hang on to the case because, whether or not Jennifer had killed herself, if someone had been tormenting the girl it needed investigating thoroughly.
Becky shuffled in her seat. ‘Don’t look at me with that sneaky little smile, Tom. We don’t actually know that she wasn’t killed, and whether she was or wasn’t I want to get the bastard that took her life – whether figuratively or literally.’
‘I think we do know, from both the post-mortem and crime scene reports, but I’m not about to argue with your logic. We’ll hang on to the case for now, but there’s not much else we can be doing this evening, so get yourself home. You look like you didn’t sleep much last night.’ Tom struggled to control a grin.
‘Very funny. And whose fault was that? Mark was really cross with me, you know. He thought I could have ruined our working relationship and I shouldn’t have stuck my nose in.’
‘Good for Mark,’ Tom said.
‘You don’t mean that. I don’t believe for one second that you regret it. Anyway, when are you seeing the lovely Louisa again?’
‘Becky,’ Tom said, a warning note in his voice.
‘Okay, I’m going.’
As the door closed behind Becky, the smile dropped from Tom’s face. The truth was, he had sent Louisa a text to say how much he had enjoyed the previous evening and he hoped they could get together again soon. But that was several hours ago and she hadn’t responded. Maybe he’d got it all wrong, and her earlier interest had subsided after she’d had the pleasure of spending a single evening with him. He must have been a very disappointing dinner companion.
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I put my key quietly into the lock, and gently push the front door open, closing it just as softly behind me. I don’t want Shirley to know I’m back. I want to get to my room as quickly as I can so that I can hug the memories of today to me while they are still so fresh.
I should have known I would be heard.
‘Is that you, Kelsey?’ a warm, friendly voice calls.
‘Hi, Shirley,’ I say from the bottom step of the stairs. ‘I was just going to my room for a bit. Is that okay?’
The smiling face of my foster mother appears in the kitchen doorway, a tea towel in one hand, a mixing bowl in the other.
‘Of course, love. Whatever you like. But I’ve made a chocolate cake, so when you’re ready come down and tell me how it went at drama club today.’
With another smile she turns and goes back into the kitchen, humming a little tune.
Shirley and Mike are my new foster parents, and the best lot I’ve ever had. They’re not pushy like some of the others, expecting me to fit instantly into their way of doing things. ’Specially Shirley – she’s letting me have some space to get used to the family, and I hate myself for the lies I’m telling.
The trouble is that it won’t be long till I’m out on my own, with no family behind me. I’ll have to fend for myself, and I’m bloody terrified. There’s support available, but it’s not like having a mum and dad to fall back on. It’ll just be me, and if I can find a way of making a bit of money now, maybe getting a head start, I have to do it.
But it means I’ve got to lie.
I walk into my small, pretty bedroom and fling myself face down on the bed, my head resting on my folded arms. The truth is that I haven’t been to drama club. I haven’t been since the end of the Easter holidays, when I met the man who’s going to change my life. He was one of the volunteers at the centre, and even though he is so much older than us, all the girls fancied him and flirted with him. Except me. I was sure he wouldn’t look at me twice. I’m a bit of a short-arse and don’t seem to have grown out of what everybody tells me is puppy fat. So I kept my distance. The funny thing was, though, I thought he was watching me, and that made me feel even more awkward.
Then one day he came to sit next to me and asked if I was enjoying the rehearsals. I couldn’t quite look at him, and admitted I didn’t think I was good enough to be on the stage. I said I was happy helping with the props or something. He smiled kindly and said he thought I’d be great, and if he could help me, he would. He took my mobile number and sent me some lovely texts but told me not to tell the others because they’d be mean if they thought I was getting special treatment.
I knew what he meant. They’d be jealous, so I said nothing to anyone.
And then he seemed to disappear. He didn’t come to the group, he didn’t text me, and he ignored the texts I sent him. I was frantic. I thought he liked me, although I wasn’t daft enough to think that he fancied me. Not a good-looking guy like him.
The next rehearsal, there he was. He looked at me and gave me one of his secret smiles then texted me in front of everyone: Sorry I’ve been quiet. I’ve been away. Meet me after for a coffee? I’ve got something to ask you.
I went bright red and I know he noticed. It meant I’d be a bit late home, but I texted Shirley to ask if it would be okay. I said some of the others were staying behind to talk about props and I knew she wouldn’t mind. It was right at the start of the Easter holidays, and I’d still be home before it got dark.
I was so nervous. Getting through the rehearsal was really hard. I was given a part to read and stumbled over the words. I just wanted to get to the end of the session so I could meet him.
The café we went to was busy and friendly, and I wondered what everybody thought of a guy like him with a kid like me, but nobody gave us a second look. That was the day he told me he was a photographer for magazines and websites. He specialises in young teens, and he showed me some great pictures he’d taken. He told me there was good money in it for the models, and he’d been watching me, wondering if I’d be interested.
Bloody hell! I was stunned that he thought I might be good enough. For a minute he must have thought that my opened-mouthed silence meant I wasn’t keen, because he said, ‘It doesn’t matter. I can ask one of the others.’
I thought I’d missed my chance, but when I stammered out how much I wanted to do it, he said we should meet again the week after and talk about it some more. He said he didn’t want to rush me.
I couldn’t wait for the day to come. He swore me to secrecy, saying that if I told anyone, it wouldn’t happen. ‘I don’t want to get involved with all the paperwork until we know it works,’ he said. ‘And because you’re in care, there’d probably be lots of hoops to go through. So can it be our secret for now?’
Too bloody right!
*
The next week he told me more about what to expect and asked if I was still interested. I nodded, my mouth dry.
‘Okay, Kelsey, this is how it works. My studio’s private and I don’t like people knowing where it is. You might let it slip to someone and then I’ll have girls knocking on my door asking if they can be models. So we’ll agree a pick-up point, and a man will collect you and ask you to lie down on the back seat of the car so you can’t see where you’re going. Is that okay? I’ll let you in through a private entrance.’
I didn’t care what I had to do, as long as he still wanted me to model for him, and the first session was incredible. He was so kind to me. He showed me the outfits he wanted me to wear and then left me alone to change. I was a bit embarrassed at having to take all my clothes off, including my bra and knickers because the lines would show through the clothes, but he didn’t come back in until I told him I was ready.
I’ve been three times now, and each time has been better than the one before.
At the end of the first session he said, ‘Come here,’ and held out one arm. I went towards him, not sure what was going to happen. He rested his hand on my shoulder. ‘You were brilliant. You look so lovely in the photos. Is it okay if I give you a hug, just to say thanks?’
I nodded, even though I was scared, and he reached out his other arm and pulled me towards him. I could feel his hard chest pressing against me. I was shaking a little bit and I’m sure he could tell, but I put my arms around his waist and hugged him back. It was lovely.
When I went the second time I was a bit tense. I think it was because I was looking forward to the hug.
‘Kelsey,’ he said, ‘what’s up, darling?’
Nobody has ever called me darling before.
I was lying on the bed, trying to do a relaxed pose, but I couldn’t get it right. So he came and lay down beside me, stroking the hair away from my face.
‘Let’s get you nice and comfortable,’ he said softly.
He’s so kind to me and he makes me feel really special. It’s funny because sometimes when he looks at me, I think he fancies me. But that can’t be right. Who would fancy me? I still look like a kid and he’s just gorgeous.
Today was the best yet. I was wearing a short skirt and a loose top in bright colours. He said that today’s pictures had to be fun, and I had to look as if I was having the time of my life. When I didn’t get it quite right he threw me on the bed and started to tickle me. I laughed so much.
Then he leaped up off the bed to start firing off shots while I lay there giggling. I realised later that my skirt had ridden up quite a bit, but he won’t use any shots that aren’t right.
When we said goodbye he hugged me and lifted my chin with his fingers. He kissed me! It was gentle, but it was on the lips. Is it possible that he likes me?
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Scarlett couldn’t sit still. She had spent the afternoon on the sofa with the television volume as high as she could bear – anything to block out the sound of that laughter. But she had been restless – lying down, sitting up, legs under her, legs stretched out. She wondered what would happen if she turned the TV off. Would the laughter come back?
Periodically during the afternoon she had pressed the mute button with shaking fingers. She had to know if she could still hear anything. But there was nothing more than a silence made all the more eerie by the absence of the raucous shouts of encouragement from the host of a celebrity reality show she was watching.
Had she imagined it? Was she losing it?
She didn’t believe in ghosts. Never mind what Megan had said, she was certain that if spirits were able to haunt the living her dad would have come back to see her, to explain what he had been going to tell her and give her the chance to tell him how much she loved him.
She leaned back on the sofa, the television mute again, and took some deep breaths.
‘There’s no such thing as a ghost,’ she said out loud. She repeated this four or five times, and was in such a trance-like state that she nearly leaped off the sofa when she heard a key in the door.
She turned her head towards it, for a moment not sure who was going to walk through. She breathed out in relief as her mum pushed the door ajar, not realising she had been holding her breath.
‘Hi, Scarlett,’ her mum said cheerily, a bright smile not quite disguising her concern. ‘Have you been okay, cooped up in here all day? Have you had any visitors?’
Scarlett knew she meant Ed and stifled a tut of irritation.
‘No, Mum.’ She wasn’t going to say anything about the laughter. She must have imagined it, and her mum would think she was deranged and drag her off to a shrink or something. ‘I’m fine, and I’ve not been sitting here all day – I’ve been out.’ Scarlett jumped up. ‘But it would be great if we could go for a pizza or something, now you’ve finished work.’
‘Are you sure you’re okay, love?’ her mum asked, clearly sensing from the unusual burst of enthusiasm that something wasn’t quite right.
‘Yes, yes. Of course I am. But as we’re stuck in the middle of Manchester we might as well make the most of it.’
Scarlett sidled over to hover near the door. She couldn’t wait to get out of the apartment. What if the laughter came again when her mum was there and only Scarlett heard it? Then she would be really frightened.
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When Natalie woke up the next morning, she was pleased to see that Scarlett was still sleeping. Much to her surprise, her daughter had asked if she could share the double bed the previous night, and Natalie hoped this was a sign that their relationship was getting back to where it had been, although Scarlett had gone to sleep clinging to the very edge of the bed, her back towards her mother.
The evening before had been strange. Scarlett had been overly chirpy, as if she was trying hard to be normal, although in fact her behaviour was anything but. In Natalie’s mind excessive cheerfulness in her daughter usually meant that she was hiding something, but she had no idea what it might be. She had tried to delve gently under the surface of Scarlett’s unnatural exuberance, hoping she wasn’t lying about anything to do with Ed, but her daughter was giving nothing away.
Scarlett had tossed and turned in her sleep all night, and Natalie had seriously considered taking another day off work, or at least working from home. She couldn’t afford to lose her job – even with Bernie’s pension they needed her salary – but some things were more important, and there was one thing she had to do. The situation with Ed wasn’t going to fix itself, so she needed to find out, once and for all, if he could be trusted with her daughter.
She missed Ed – missed the feel of his skin against hers. For a man who was normally so self-contained, she had marvelled at how unrestrained he was in bed. Should she read anything into that?
She asked herself what she would have done if she had found the website in Bernie’s browser history and was unable to answer the question, principally because she didn’t believe it would ever have happened. Bernie wasn’t like that. She was sure of it. But if you had asked her a week ago she would have said that Ed wasn’t like that either.
Natalie had to know the truth. She decided to wait until the afternoon, then go to Ed’s house when he was out and look for evidence. She still had a key, and surely if he was interested in young girls she would find something to confirm that?
Scarlett was stirring beside her and, knowing she wasn’t going to get any answers by just lying there, Natalie quietly got out of bed and made her way to the shower.
*
For a few seconds Scarlett felt a ripple of panic run through her when she realised the bed next to her was empty. Had her mum already left for work? Was she alone in the flat? No. She could hear the sound of the shower. Thank goodness for that.
She rolled over onto her back. She had to get over this. She had to accept that reading about the terrible lives of the children who had lived and died in this building had affected her, and she had heard what she wanted – or expected – to hear. She also had to admit that however many times she had muted the television, there had been no more sounds of laughter.
‘There are no ghosts,’ she whispered to herself. ‘No ghosts. Get a grip.’
But it didn’t help. She was still scared. Maybe she should stay out of the flat today, until she had calmed down. She rolled out of bed and pulled back the thin curtain covering the window. Rain – heavy rain – was thundering down on the street below. There was nothing like a Manchester summer downpour to put you off going outside.
She was about to turn away from the window when she saw something. There was a man at the entrance to an alley just down the street from their window. He was standing still, holding an umbrella over his head, and he seemed to be staring at their building. There was something familiar about him, even though she couldn’t see his face. Could it be Ed?
Scarlett watched for a few minutes more. The man was still there, not moving, the heavy rain dripping off his umbrella and splashing onto the pavement around him.
She turned away from the window, dived back into the bed and pulled the covers up. If Ed was outside, what did it mean? If her mum saw him, she would go ballistic. Was he waiting for her, or for her mum to leave so he could come in?
Scarlett turned on her side and pulled her knees up to her chest. She would stay in bed all day, and if the intercom buzzed, she would ignore it. She had always trusted Ed, but she trusted her mum too, and maybe she was right.
Perhaps she would be safe in the bedroom. She didn’t want to go into the sitting room because of the ghosts. Maybe a child had died in there – a horrible death – so only that room was haunted.
Scarlett’s imagination was running riot. And all the while the image of the man in the street kept tempting her back to the window.
She forced herself not to look. She would stay right where she was for the whole day. If she got up now to make some toast while her mum was still here, she could bring it back to bed with her.
It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the best she could manage.
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As Tom had expected, the Bale family chose to have Archie interviewed at home, and as he and Becky were shown into the living room, he wasn’t surprised to see that, despite everything he had said, the Bales hadn’t asked another adult to sit in on the interview.
‘We don’t need anyone else here. We don’t have secrets, and Archie knows that he can’t lie to us.’ Mrs Bale’s mouth was drawn in a thin line, and her attitude was precisely as Tom had anticipated.
Looking out through the front window of the Bales’ living room to the street beyond, he saw a dark red hatchback draw up. A young woman in smart dark trousers and a green top got out. Her blonde hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, and Tom knew that Mrs Bale was not going to be at all pleased to meet this new visitor.
‘The woman who is about to knock on your front door is from social services, Mrs Bale. As I explained to you yesterday when we spoke on the telephone, at the moment we are still investigating the circumstances surrounding Jennifer’s death…’ Before Tom could finish his sentence Mrs Bale opened her mouth to speak, but Tom carried on regardless. ‘I completely understand that you don’t want to believe that Jennifer took her own life, which is why we are looking into it in such detail. But we need to be sure Archie is telling us everything, and whatever you feel about it, he may not be comfortable doing that with you in the room. We would have preferred Archie to have the support of a close relative – other than his parents – but as there’s nobody else here I’m afraid we’re going to ask the lady from social services to sit in. I promise you, Mr and Mrs Bale, we’ll take very good care of Archie. I have a child myself, and I know how you must feel.’
Mr Bale had been staring at the floor throughout this exchange, but now he looked up.
‘I agree with Mr Douglas,’ he said, turning to his wife and ignoring the look of shock on her face. ‘Archie won’t say anything about Jennifer in front of us if he thinks we’ll disapprove. He’ll try to protect her, and I for one want to know what really happened. If she did kill herself,’ – Mr Bale held up his hand to silence his wife, who was about to interrupt – ‘and we have to accept that possibility, I want to know why. Go and wait in the kitchen, Linda. I’m going to get Archie and reassure him that whatever he says, he’s not going to be in any trouble.’
There was a look of confusion on Mrs Bale’s face, and Tom wondered if it was the first time her husband had stood up to her and assumed his patriarchal role.
The front doorbell rang. ‘Shall I get that?’ Becky asked.
‘Please.’ Mr Bale nodded at Becky as he escorted his wife into the kitchen.
Becky gave Tom a look that said, Bloody hell – that’s a turn-up.
*
Becky ushered Chrissie Lee into the sitting room and introduced her to Tom, who proceeded to give her a brief overview of the case, explaining why he didn’t want Archie to be interviewed in front of his parents.
‘My impression is that Mr and Mrs Bale are very controlling, Mrs Bale in particular, and I’m far from convinced that Archie will be capable of being honest in front of them.’
Chrissie nodded. ‘Okay. So my job is to keep quiet and make sure you’re not haranguing the poor kid, yes?’
Tom nodded and smiled. ‘He seems to think that something in all of this is his fault. We need to understand that.’
Before Tom could say more, the living-room door opened and a small skinny boy with a dark shiny mop of hair came in, his father following with one hand on his son’s shoulder. The boy’s eyes were puffy and red, and Becky wanted to pick him up and give him a cuddle. Like his sister, he appeared younger than his age: he didn’t look much more than five years old.
Mr Bale lifted his hand and gently stroked his son’s head. ‘All right, Archie. You tell these police officers anything at all that you want to, okay? Mummy and I won’t be cross with you or Jen, whatever you want to say.’ He went out, closing the door.
It seemed to Becky that the affection in this family came from Mr Bale and the discipline from his wife, but as long as the child was getting some love in his life that was something. Becky met lots of families in her job where love seemed to be in decidedly short supply.
Archie walked slowly across the room, his eyes flitting nervously between the three adults, who were smiling encouragingly at him. He sat on one of the armchairs, his stick-like legs dangling a few inches above the beige and brown flecked carpet, his hands tucked beneath his thighs.
Tom introduced each of them in turn.
‘Archie, you’re not in any trouble. Becky and I are police officers, but we’re here because we’re trying to find out what happened to Jennifer. We want to be sure that nobody hurt her or did anything that may have made her want to hurt herself. Is it okay if we ask you a few questions?’
Archie’s eyes were round with fear, so Tom did his best to put the child at ease by asking him questions that had simple answers about his age, his school, his friends. Slowly, the little boy relaxed slightly in the chair, the feet on the ends of his skinny legs starting to swing backwards and forwards a little instead of being held rigid.
‘Do you know many of Jennifer’s friends?’ Tom asked. Archie shook his head. ‘Did any of her friends come to the house?’ This time the shaking was slightly more vigorous, and Becky reflected that this wasn’t the sort of home to which a young girl would be comfortable to invite friends.
‘What about boys, Archie?’
Instantly the child’s legs froze, and his eyes shot to the door as if afraid that one of his parents was listening.
‘It’s okay, Archie,’ Becky said softly. ‘Your dad said you can say anything you like, and I’m sure he meant it. Did Jen tell you anything about a boy that she’d met?’
Becky had heard Mr Bale refer to his daughter as Jen, and thought maybe Archie might be more comfortable with that name.
‘She told me it was a secret,’ he whispered.
‘I know, sweetheart,’ Becky said, ‘but we need to understand everything about Jen’s life so we can find out what happened to her.’
‘It’s my fault,’ he whispered, his eyes growing huge as they filled with tears. As he spoke, they overflowed, dripping down his cheeks and off his chin. Becky pulled a tissue from her bag and leaned forward to wipe his little face. ‘She wanted me to go with her, and I said no. She wouldn’t have done it if I’d gone. I know she wouldn’t.’
He started to sob. Becky looked at Tom, and he shook his head. The poor child. Chrissie Lee got up from her seat and knelt on the floor by Archie, giving his shoulders a gentle squeeze.
‘It’s okay, Archie. It’s okay. Tell Tom and Becky what you know, love. Nobody’s cross with you.’
‘Mummy will be cross,’ he said through his sobs.
‘No, she won’t. I promise. What’s upset you so much, Archie?’
‘Jen met a boy but it was a secret. I wasn’t supposed to tell. He told her she was beautiful, and she liked that. But then I heard her crying in bed. She said he wasn’t making her happy any more.’
The three adults in the room waited, and Chrissie passed Archie a glass of water. He took two sips and passed it back to her.
‘The day before…’ He gulped and stared at his knees. ‘The day before – you know – she asked me to go with her to see him. She wanted me to bunk off.’
Archie looked up for a moment, his eyes wide with horror at the thought of doing something so naughty.
‘I wasn’t going to do that! I’d get in trouble. She kept saying, “Please, Archie – I’ll buy you a present.”’
Archie stopped. They waited to see if he had anything else to say, but he buried his head in his cupped hands and started sobbing again.
Tom signalled to Becky to ask the next question. Archie seemed a little more receptive to her.
‘Archie, can you remember what she said when she asked you to go with her?’
He nodded into his hands. ‘She said if I went, nothing would happen. But if I didn’t, she was as good as dead.’
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By the early afternoon Scarlett had convinced herself that it was safe to leave the bedroom and she crept hesitantly into the sitting room, listening carefully for any unexpected noises. There was nothing. She tried watching TV, but struggled to deal with the relentless jolliness of a variety of indistinguishable game show hosts and found it hard to sit still. She had to escape the confines of the stuffy apartment, and the only option seemed to be to brave the dreadful weather and go to the shops.
Before leaving she went to the window to check there was nobody standing in the alley. It was empty, so she put her coat on and decided to risk it. But as she ran down the metal staircase and out into the street she knew she would be looking over her shoulder every few minutes. She didn’t know why. She had never been scared of Ed before.
As she trudged through the wet streets to the local supermarket, she decided to surprise her mum by preparing something for their evening meal. Her mum was such a good cook, and when Scarlett was younger she had loved helping, standing on a stool so she could reach the worktop, wearing her own special pinny. They had both lost their passion for cooking since her dad had died, but Scarlett could remember a couple of simple dishes that they used to make with chicken, so she bought the ingredients.
By the time she got back she was soaked to the skin and couldn’t wait to dry off. Blinking in the fierce glare of the lights as they spluttered into action in the corridor, she could see what looked like a package leaning against their door. Someone must have delivered it while she was out, but how had they got into the building?
She stared at the package as if it were an unexploded bomb. It had her name in big black letters on the front, written in capitals with a marker pen. For some reason she found herself turning to see if anyone was watching. There was nobody.
She put her key in the lock and pushed open the door, bending to pick up the parcel with the tips of her fingers.
Dumping the bag of groceries on the worktop, she pulled the package open. Inside was a note and a smaller bag. She opened the note.
Dear Scarlett – I miss you!
I realised when you left in a hurry that you’d left this behind, and I thought while you’re living in Manchester you might need it if you’re looking for things to fill your days.
With love always, and a little treat from me,
Ed xx
Scarlett felt herself flush. Ed had been here – right outside their door. How did he know where they lived? How had he got in? Maybe it was him that morning, waiting until her mum had gone out. But she had left hours before Scarlett went to the shops.
She ripped open the bag, pushed her hand inside and pulled out a chocolate orange. Ed knew it was her favourite, and she could smell its deliciousness through the foil wrapper. There was something else in the bag too, and feeling the silky fabric with her fingers, she knew exactly what it was.
She took her phone out of her pocket, not knowing whether to call her mum or Ed. She finally made her choice and pressed Call.
‘Scarlett, how lovely to hear from you. Did you get my package?’
She didn’t answer. She just wanted to know one thing.
‘How do you know where we live, Ed? Mum’s going to go mad.’
‘I was thinking of you when I brought it, not your mum. I know you must be bored in town on your own. Look Scarlett, more than anything I want you both to come home. But if that can’t be, I still want to be sure that you’re safe and happy. And the little gift is just so you know how much I care.’
Scarlett didn’t know what to say, so she repeated her question.
‘I know where you live because I asked Megan,’ he answered. ‘She said she’s not playing silly games – as I knew she would – so she gave me your address. I rang one of the buzzers at the entrance and said I was a police officer and I needed to get in.’
She wanted to ask if he had been outside the apartment in the rain that morning, but it was better not to know. It would be another lie she had to tell. Or not. She really hadn’t decided.
‘I’d better go,’ she said. ‘I’m cooking dinner for Mum.’
‘Well done, darling. She’ll be delighted. Look, I know it’s a bit boring for you in town – that’s why I dropped off the package. Let me know if you want some company, won’t you? I’d love to see you.’
Scarlett didn’t know what to say, so she quickly ended the conversation. She picked up the bag and walked into the bedroom.
For a moment she sat on the end of the bed, grasping the bag in both hands, wondering what to do. With a sigh she pulled open a drawer and pushed the bag, with the chocolate orange and her favourite swimming costume still inside, right to the back where her mum wouldn’t see it.
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Natalie decided to drive past Ed’s house to check that he was out. The drive was empty and she sighed with relief. She drove round the corner and parked her car, concerned that if she left it in the drive somebody might see it and mention it to Ed.
She knew Ed was covering somebody’s nights this week, but she also remembered that he was due to go on a half-day training course this afternoon. His change of shift was unlikely to have persuaded him to cancel the course. He didn’t seem to need much sleep, and never suffered the way Bernie had when he switched between days and nights.
She walked up the path and inserted her key in the lock. Stepping into the silent house, she closed the door gently. It felt so strange to be back. Even on a wet, muggy day like today the house seemed welcoming, its thick walls maintaining a pleasant, cool atmosphere. She leaned back against the door for a moment, overcome by the memory of the day she had moved in, when the house had been overflowing with beautiful roses, their heady perfume filling the air. She had been so happy that day, and Scarlett had beamed at the effort Ed had gone to.
A fresh wave of sadness hit her. How had she got it so wrong?
Shaking herself out of her despondency, Natalie made for the stairs. She would start in Ed’s spare room. Not the room she had used for storing her things, but a room she had never been in, other than to poke her head round the door when Ed was showing her the house.
‘This is where I keep all the junk that I don’t use, or that doesn’t have anywhere sensible to live, and when it’s so full I can’t get through the door, I have a sort-out and then start filling it again,’ he had said with a smile.
He knew she never went in here, so if he had anything to hide this would be the place.
She started on the drawers, riffling quickly through layers of neatly folded clothes that he obviously didn’t wear any more. I’ll suggest he takes them to the charity shop, she thought, before remembering that she had no right to suggest anything now.
There was nothing of interest as far as she could see, so she made a start on the wardrobe. That didn’t seem to hold anything more exciting than old clothes either. She hadn’t realised what a hoarder he was.
She was about to give up when she noticed a strap hanging from the top of the wardrobe. She pulled a chair across and climbed onto it. Everything up there was covered in a fine layer of dust as if it hadn’t been touched for years. The only clean item was a small black case attached to the strap she had noticed. She pulled it towards her and climbed down from the chair.
She put the case on top of the chest of drawers and clicked open the catches. Inside was a camera. She didn’t know much about cameras, but this seemed to be quite a fancy one with a zoom lens and lots of dials and buttons, one of which was marked On/Off.
She switched it to On. All she had to do was figure out how to view the photos stored on the memory card, but the fear of what she might find made her hands damp, and she couldn’t find her way through the multiple options that the screen on the back of the camera offered. She was concentrating so hard that she only realised somebody had pulled onto the drive when she heard a car door slam.
‘Shit,’ she whispered.
It had to be Ed, back early from the course – or maybe he hadn’t gone. He couldn’t find her here. What excuse could she give? She tried to think, but her brain was like jelly, ideas bouncing around but not settling. If she had been in their bedroom she could have said she had come back for some clothes, but she had no excuse for being in here. The chances were that he wouldn’t come into this room, so perhaps she could wait until he went out again, although God knew when that might be.
She rushed across the room just as she heard his key go in the lock and silently closed the door, leaning against it, her breath coming in short gasps.
The front door slammed, and she heard heavy feet trudging up the stairs. She could feel the pulse in her neck beating. Ed’s tread was usually much softer than would be expected of a man of his size, but today it was slow and leaden, as if it was all too much effort.
She didn’t think he would hurt her if he found her, but she had already realised how little she knew about this man. If he thought she was a threat, who knew what he would do? Nobody knew she was there.
She couldn’t hear much through the closed door, but then there was a dull thud as if he had closed a drawer. Perhaps he was getting changed. That might mean he was going out again.
Footsteps sounded on the landing outside the door. Please don’t come in!
They carried on, and she heard feet on the stairs again. It was going to be okay. He was going down and she would just have to wait until she had a chance to escape.
And then a sound broke through the relative quiet. Natalie’s breath caught in her throat. It was the sound of a phone ringing. Her phone, and it was right there with her in the room.
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Scarlett still hadn’t decided whether to say anything about Ed’s parcel. It was thoughtful of him to come all the way into town for her, but she didn’t think for a moment that her mum would see it that way. Scarlett decided to make dinner and play it by ear. If her mum seemed calm, she would mention it.
She took the chicken breasts out of the bag and laid them in a dish, hearing her mother’s words in her head: ‘Always wash your hands after handling raw chicken.’ She smiled at the memory as she did as she had been taught, and then set about squeezing a lemon and crushing some garlic.
Her mind was so busy with thoughts of Ed that it was a moment before she registered what she had heard. A tinkle of laughter. It was as if there was a girl in the room with her.
Scarlett cried out as her thumb caught on the blade of the knife, and she raised it to her mouth to suck the blood away, tasting the bitter raw garlic. The laughter stopped. It was as if her cry had silenced the girl. Did that mean she could hear Scarlett too?
She gently replaced the knife on the worktop and stood still. Now she could hear something else – the low rumble of someone with a deep voice speaking quietly, but she couldn’t make out the words. The voices blended together, indistinguishable from each other. Scarlett jumped as a high-pitched giggle echoed around the room. She tilted her head to look up to the ceiling, from where the sound seemed to trickle down on her, as if someone was up there, laughing at her.
Scarlett’s instinct was to run. But if she did that, she would never be able to stay in this room on her own again. So her eyes scoured the off-white plaster above her, looking for anything that might tell her that right here in this room with her was the spirit of a child, trapped forever.
‘Hello,’ she whispered, the word barely more than a vibration on her lips. ‘Hello, I’m Scarlett,’ she murmured again, slightly louder.
She moved slowly around the room, staring up, waiting to hear more laughter or see a floating shape outlined against the pale paint. But all was silent now. There was nothing above her, and only the hideous light fitting broke the monotony of the ceiling. She circled the room, her eyes never leaving the space above her. Her back to the narrow window at the far end of the sitting room, she noticed a small plastic fitting obscured by the lampshade from all other angles, and she remembered Cliff telling them about the ventilation system.
Her eyes fixed on the vent, she heard a voice, high and young, the voice of the laughing girl. ‘Like this?’
Was it a ghost, or was the sound somehow coming through the vent? She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. Maybe there were no ghosts.
Scarlett remembered a science lesson from school when they talked about ways of transmitting sound. The girl seemed so close, but maybe her voice was coming from somewhere else, channelled through the ventilation ducts. She crept back to the kitchen area and reached into a wall cupboard, gently lifting a tumbler from the shelf. On bare feet she tiptoed across the room to the wall where the flat-screen TV hung and pressed the glass against the plaster, her ear against its base.
For a moment she heard nothing, and then a cry of, ‘Is this okay?’ followed by another burst of laughter broke the silence. Scarlett heard the sound waves as they travelled through the glass and into her left ear at the same time as they hit her right ear from the vent. She was right. The sounds were coming from the other side of the wall – from the apartment next to theirs in the south wing.
She gave a huge sigh of relief. Thank goodness she wasn’t going totally mad.
It had all gone quiet now, with no more laughter or muttered words through the wall. Scarlett waited, listening, for about half an hour. There was nothing. The girl on the other side of the wall had sounded young – maybe around her own age – and suddenly she felt she had to know, had to be sure that it really wasn’t a ghost. She wouldn’t be able to relax until she was certain. Making a decision, she put the marinating chicken in the fridge and grabbed the keys to the flat.
As she closed the door behind her and stepped into the dark corridor, she wondered for a moment if this was a ridiculous thing to do. But her dad had always said her natural curiosity would make her a great detective, and it would be a couple of hours before her mum got home, so why not explore? She could always think of a good excuse if whoever answered the door wasn’t pleased to see her.
After a second or two in the gloomy corridor the dazzling lights sprang into action, and Scarlett set off purposefully towards the exit from their wing and the staircase that would lead her into the smarter section of the building.
*
She reached the door to the south wing and pressed the numbers on the keypad, suddenly realising that the entrance code might be different. It wasn’t, and she took that as an omen that she was doing the right thing.
There was nobody about in the main hallway, and Scarlett climbed the stairs to the second floor. Immediately she could see that this part of the building was more luxurious than theirs. The corridor along the courtyard side was the same width but with fewer doors, probably leading to bigger apartments. There were colourful paintings on the walls too, and a heavy-duty carpet on the floor that looked infinitely smarter than their bare concrete.
She made her way along the passage to where it turned to the right, a mirror image of their side, except for the uplighters bathing the exposed brick walls in a warm yellow light. She headed towards the last apartment on the left, passing the fire exit. She was surprised to see that in this stretch of corridor there was only one apartment on each side, as opposed to three in their wing.
‘They must be huge,’ she muttered to herself as she headed towards the final door.
She pressed the bell lightly, as if afraid someone would fling the door open and yell, ‘Who are you?’ in her face.
Nothing happened, and she wasn’t entirely surprised. Even the noise made by switching on a kettle would have been enough to cover the sound of her feeble ring. She waited for a suitable period and pressed again, holding the button a little longer. There was no response. Maybe she was too late and the girl had gone out.
Shrugging her shoulders and deciding that she would come back another day, Scarlett had just turned to leave when she heard footsteps coming along the corridor and the sound of heavy breathing, as if someone had been running. She couldn’t see who it was but doubted it was the girl she thought she’d heard.
A short overweight man, the waistband of his trousers sitting below his belly and his shirt gaping under the bottom button, marched around the corner, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a grubby hanky. He was clearly not used to exertion.
She recognised him as the man who had replaced Cliff the caretaker, the man who hadn’t wanted to give her the code to get in.
‘What you doing?’ he shouted.
‘I came to introduce myself to our neighbours.’ Scarlett backed up against the wall, uncomfortable with the man’s aggression.
‘How did you get in?’ he asked, suspicion causing wrinkles between his eyes.
‘I live in the north wing. My name’s Scarlett. I met you on Tuesday. Don’t you remember?’
‘I can’t be expected to remember every Tom, Dick and bleedin’ Harry that comes through this place, and right now I want to know what you’re doing here. I got a call from one of the neighbours – clocked you through the spyhole in his door and said you were spooking round. So what you up to?’
Scarlett was starting to panic. He walked towards her, his chin thrust out and his hands on his wide hips. She could smell his stale sweat, thinly disguised by cheap aftershave. Surely he wouldn’t hurt her? Not here, where anyone might walk around the corner? But who would come to her rescue? There were only two apartments, and nobody had answered the door she had tried.
‘I told you. I wanted to meet the neighbours. I can hear them through the wall – our apartment’s on the other side.’ She could hear the tremor in her voice.
The man laughed nastily and looked her up and down as if she was stupid. Scarlett wished she wasn’t wearing shorts as his eyes lingered on her legs.
‘You’re wasting your time, girl. That apartment’s empty and has been since the day it was finished. There’s nobody living there. So get yourself back to your own place and stop rooting around in this part of the building where you’ve no right to be.’
‘But I heard a girl laughing. There must be someone there.’
‘You must have been dreaming, or you’ve been hearing stories about that mad woman what lived in your place before you. I heard all about her. Barking, she was. There was nobody there then, and there’s no bugger there now either.’
Scarlett edged along the wall, trying to get past him. She wasn’t going to argue, but whatever this horrible sweaty man thought, she was sure there had been someone in the apartment, because the only other explanation was one she didn’t want to believe.
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Natalie bent down quickly to grab her bag from where she had dumped it and whipped out her phone. She didn’t look to see who was calling. She just cancelled it.
Was there a chance that Ed hadn’t heard? She couldn’t hear him moving any more. She didn’t know where he was. Then she remembered that Ed could move with the stealth of a cat when he chose to.
She edged away from the door as quietly as she could. She didn’t want to be on the other side of this door if he chose to fling it open with his full weight behind it. Still she heard nothing. Had he gone?
She stood watching the door, waiting to see the doorknob turn. Nothing happened for what felt like minutes, and then she heard his voice.
‘Why don’t you come out, Natalie?’ he said quietly.
Oh God, he knows it’s me. How could he?
‘I’m not going to hurt you. Just come out and tell me why you’re here.’
Natalie looked around her for somewhere to put the camera so he wouldn’t know she had been looking, but she ran out of time. The door was pushed slowly open and Ed stood in the entrance, a look on his face that she couldn’t interpret. He was staring into her eyes, but then his gaze fell to the camera in her hands and his eyebrows came together in a frown.
‘I’m sorry, Ed,’ she said finally. ‘I thought I’d pick up a few more things while you were out.’
He didn’t speak for a moment, as if weighing up his words.
‘And one of those things was the camera?’
‘No, I…’ She had no idea what to say.
He waited, in that quiet way of his, giving her time to think up a lie.
‘I came in here to see if there was a bag I could use to put some stuff in, and I just saw the camera.’
The corners of Ed’s mouth turned up slightly. ‘You just saw the camera on the top of the wardrobe,’ he said, nodding as if that was a perfectly sensible explanation.
Natalie wanted to leave. The emotions hitting her from every angle were making her breathless.
‘Look, I’m sorry. I’ll just go.’
She put the camera down on the chest of drawers and bent to pick up her bag.
‘No, I don’t think you should go just yet. You’ve left the camera switched on, by the way. Were you hoping to take some photos?’
He knew that wasn’t why she had been looking. He knew she wanted to see what pictures he had been taking, whether they were like the pictures on the website. Or worse, if he had pictures of Scarlett.
‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. ‘Can we just forget it? I’ll go.’
‘Oh no, I don’t think so. I think you’d better finish what you started. Go on. Next to the screen is a button with an arrow. Press that and you can have a look.’
Natalie just stared at him. She was no longer sure she wanted to know. She could sense a quiet rage burning in Ed, something she had never seen but which Bernie had told her was awesome when it erupted. She felt sure he wasn’t going to let her out of the room until she had looked at the pictures.
Without taking her eyes off him she picked up the camera. Suddenly the heavy silence in the room was shattered once more by the bright, cheerful ringtone of her phone. Relief flooded her.
‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I think I need to take this.’
She pressed to accept the call. And then wished she hadn’t.
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Scarlett had finally escaped from Martin and walked hurriedly away along the corridor, with a final, ‘Keep to your own side of the bleedin’ building’ ringing in her ears. She could feel his eyes boring into her back, and she reached round to tug down the hem of her shorts. She was sure he wasn’t supposed to speak to tenants like that, but no doubt because she was a teenage girl he thought he could get away with it.
She didn’t know whether to tell her mum, but if she did she would have to tell her about the voices too and it would just give her something else to worry about. Scarlett still hadn’t decided whether to say anything to her about Ed’s package either. It might mean she would never make up with him.
As it was, when her mum came through the door an hour or so earlier than normal all thoughts of telling her anything were driven from Scarlett’s mind. Her face was white.
‘Mum, what’s up?’
She didn’t answer Scarlett immediately, and her eyes looked slightly red-rimmed as she walked over to the breakfast bar and dropped her keys.
‘Mum?’ she repeated, worried now. She started to get up from the sofa.
‘I’m fine. But I need to talk to you. Sit down, love.’
Something had happened. Scarlett could feel it, and all thoughts of Martin and the laughter through the wall were driven from her mind.
She lowered herself back onto the sofa as her mum walked slowly towards her across the room. Sitting down next to her, she reached for Scarlett’s hand.
‘I don’t want you to get upset, Scarlett, but I had a call from the police this afternoon. It was a detective sergeant from the team that deals with serious crimes.’
Scarlett gasped. ‘What’s happened? Is this about Cliff?’
She realised from her mum’s puzzled expression that for the moment she had completely forgotten about the mugging. Did that mean it was someone closer?
‘It’s about Dad, love. Do you remember after he died that the police had a lot of questions?’
Scarlett nodded, but she also remembered that she had been far too upset to talk to them properly, far too traumatised by her last conversation with him and her overpowering sense of guilt.
‘The enquiry was never closed because they didn’t find the people who…knocked him over. But now it seems they’ve caught the man they believe may have been driving. They’re checking back through everything, because if this man was the driver they need to make sure their case against him sticks, and if it’s not him it might mean they’ve been looking in the wrong place all this time and they’re going to have to look at all the evidence again.’
‘Why now, Mum? Why have they only just caught this man?’
‘I don’t know, love. It’s good that they’ve got a suspect at last, but I don’t want you to have to go through all the questions again, particularly if turns out they’re back to square one. It’s not going to bring your dad back, but going over everything again is going to upset you, and you’re my priority now.’
Scarlett felt as if her chest was filled with butterflies, flapping frantically. When she had spoken to the police last time she hadn’t said a word about the text she had seen on her dad’s phone with the incriminating words ‘I love you’ or her suspicion that he had been having an affair. Her mum’s heart had already been broken by his death – how much worse would it have been for her if Scarlett had revealed what she had discovered?
But she wasn’t a thirteen-year-old child now, and perhaps this time she should tell them what she knew. Everything she knew.
*
Natalie looked at her daughter’s horror-struck face. She knew Scarlett would be upset by having to talk to the police, but this seemed excessive. She looked terrified. Her own fear from that afternoon hadn’t yet abated, but she couldn’t think about that right now. She had to focus on her daughter.
‘I know it’s going to be upsetting, Scarlett, and if you don’t feel you can do it, you have to tell me. But I keep thinking that if they can’t get enough evidence against this man, he could go on and kill someone else’s husband or dad.’
Scarlett still hadn’t spoken, and Natalie reached for her hand.
‘I’ll tell the police that you can’t possibly know anything that would be helpful. Maybe they won’t need to talk to you again. But I have to talk to them – you do see that, don’t you?’
Natalie had blocked out so much about that time. They were bound to ask her if Bernie had been worried about anything, and it was so difficult to remember which cases he was fretting about just before he died and which had happened months earlier. She did remember that occasionally, when Bernie hadn’t known she was watching him, she had seen an almost sad expression cross his face. She would ask him if he was okay, and the smile always shot back into position. ‘Just a tricky case,’ he would say, but he never told her any details.
‘I don’t know what I’m going to say to them,’ Natalie said. ‘I hardly saw him with all the overtime and the gym. Anyway, Alison’s coming round to help me remember. I talked to her endlessly at the time, and she might remember stuff that I don’t. She’s coming here, and I know she wants to see you.’
Scarlett yanked her hand out of her mother’s grip. Her lips tightened but she didn’t say a word.
‘Scarlett, I’m sorry, but I need her for this. You can be with us, if you want to be, or take your iPad and go in the bedroom if you prefer. But Alison understands me, and there’s nothing she doesn’t know.’
‘Except who killed Dad.’
Natalie took a breath. ‘Well, of course she doesn’t know that. Look, she was in town today anyway, so it seemed like a good idea.’
‘What time’s she coming?’
‘She’ll be here any minute. I thought we could order Chinese. Is that okay?’
Scarlett’s face was like thunder. ‘Fine. I’ll chuck the chicken I marinated in the bin, shall I?’
Natalie reached for Scarlett’s hand again. ‘I’m sorry, love. I didn’t know you’d prepared anything. It’s really thoughtful of you. But leave it where it is. It’ll taste even better tomorrow night.’
Before either of them could say another word, the intercom buzzed from the main entrance.
‘That’ll be Alison. Please, Scarlett. I know you resent her, but there are no secrets. You can stay with us all the time. I really need her right now.’
‘Do you, Mum?’ Scarlett sighed. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so horrible. You talk to Alison, and I’ll join you for the food when it arrives.’
With a sigh of relief, Natalie spoke into the intercom. ‘Come up, Alison. Second floor, last door on your right.’ She turned back to Scarlett, who was standing in the door to the bedroom, her brow furrowed.
‘Perhaps I should apologise to Alison too,’ Scarlett said. ‘I know I’ve not been very friendly recently. Is it okay if I have a word with her before she goes?’
‘Of course you can. You can talk to her over dinner.’
‘That’s the thing, Mum. I’d rather do it in private. Do you mind?’
Natalie shook her head, trying to hide her surprise. ‘Whatever you need to do, love, it’s fine.’
She smiled at Scarlett as she disappeared into the bedroom, but her smile faded the minute the door was closed. Why did she want to apologise to Alison in private? What could she possibly have to say that she couldn’t say in front of her mum?
Her thoughts were interrupted by visions of Ed that afternoon. After her call from the police she had made her excuses and left without telling him who had called and why. He hadn’t tried to stop her and had stood to one side to let her past. She couldn’t look at him and didn’t know whether she was glad or not that she hadn’t seen the photos on his camera. She had left her front-door key on the hall table as she went out.
But she had no time to think about Ed now. She had to focus on Bernie.
There was a knock on the door. Alison had arrived.
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The investigation into the death of Jennifer Bale seemed to be stalling. Little Archie’s recollection of the conversation with his sister could be wrong, but there was something horribly sinister about Jennifer saying she was ‘as good as dead’, and Tom was praying for a breakthrough. They needed to find the boy or man she had been seeing in the hope that he would provide the key, but nobody seemed to have any idea who he was.
The only good news was that they had finally made contact with Lauren, the friend with whom Jennifer was supposed to have gone swimming each week, and Tom and Becky had spoken to her earlier in the day. She hadn’t given them as much information as they had hoped, though.
‘I went to the pool to swim – to exercise,’ Lauren said, a slight note of exasperation breaking through her tears. ‘Jennifer seemed to think the purpose of going swimming was to have fun. It was her way of getting out of the house and out from under what she called her mother’s constant scrutiny. So when we were there, she mucked about all the time. It was really annoying. But perhaps I should have been nicer to her. I should have told someone when she stopped coming. I knew she was lying to her parents about it.’
This resulted in a fresh bout of tears, so they’d had to take it slowly. Tom could see Lauren felt guilty, as if she had aided and abetted Jennifer’s lies and therefore was in some way culpable.
‘You’ve nothing to blame yourself for, Lauren. Friends ask each other to keep secrets all the time.’ He gave her a few moments before continuing with the questions. ‘Did you see her talking to a boy at all?’
Lauren sniffed, partly as a result of the tears, and partly in disgust as she told them about Jennifer’s behaviour.
‘There was a group of stupid boys messing about ducking each other until the lifeguard told them off. Jennifer was sitting on the side, kicking her legs and splashing them, laughing at them as if she was trying to draw their attention.’
‘Was there one in particular?’
‘Not that I noticed. It really bugged me that she was being so stupid. I tried to ignore them. Anyway, the last week we were there together the lifeguard threw all the boys out and he took Jennifer on one side and gave her a good talking-to. She went off in a huff to get changed before I’d finished my swim. She didn’t even come home with me that night. We split up at the tram stop. Jennifer said she was meeting someone and had a silly smile on her face.’ Lauren looked up, her face full of the knowledge of who Jennifer had been meeting. ‘It was him, wasn’t it?’
‘We don’t know, Lauren, and even if it was, it’s not your fault.’
‘That’s not what Mrs Bale will say. She’ll say I should have stuck with Jen whatever she asked me to do. She’s probably right.’
‘How old were these boys?’ Becky asked.
The girl shrugged. ‘I don’t know – sixteen, seventeen? Boys of that age are so childish. I couldn’t see what the fascination was myself.’
Tom had already requested the CCTV from the pool, and while Lauren waited in the interview room with her mother he asked for stills to be printed of people leaving the reception area the last time the girls had been there together. The pictures of the two girls were interesting. Lauren had a face like stone, and Jennifer was almost skipping along by her side, laughing and chatting. She was clearly excited about something.
He showed the images to Lauren, who identified the boys Jennifer had been fooling about with, the lifeguard standing by the exit in his tracksuit, arms folded, making sure they left the premises.
Tom didn’t think Lauren had anything more to tell them, and as soon as she left the team had begun the process of tracking each of the boys down. It had proved easy enough because the pool receptionist said she knew where one of them lived. Of the four, the youngest was on holiday, but Keith had been out to interview the other three, and none of them appeared to have the first clue who Jennifer was, even when shown her photo. It seemed to Tom that they had been totally absorbed in their own games and possibly hadn’t even noticed the skinny girl sitting on the side of the pool watching them.
So if she hadn’t met this guy to whom she belonged at the swimming pool, where had she met him? They didn’t have any other route to pursue.
Becky put her head around the door. ‘I’m off, boss. Have a good night,’ she said with a knowing look.
Tom refused to rise to the bait. At some point he was probably going to have to tell her, but not yet.
‘You too,’ he said, not looking at her but staring instead at his computer screen.
He didn’t want to answer questions about Louisa. He had sent her two texts and tried to call her, but she hadn’t responded. That said it all, as far as he was concerned.
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As soon as Natalie opened the door to Alison, her friend glanced beyond her into the flat. ‘No Scarlett?’
‘She’s hiding in the bedroom.’
‘What’s up with her?’ Alison asked, frowning as she leaned in to give Natalie a kiss on the cheek and a quick hug.
‘I don’t think she wants to sit and listen to us talk about Bernie,’ Natalie said, taking in her friend’s loud but somehow perfect outfit of tight bright-pink jeans and a predominantly orange patterned baggy T-shirt. She felt dowdy by comparison in her smart black work trousers and blue silk top. Alison had an instinct for colour, and paired the most outrageous choices, but it always worked. ‘Scarlett’s very confused by everything at the moment. And who can blame her?’
‘Who indeed?’ Alison responded, dumping a supermarket carrier bag on the worktop that clinked as she put it down.
Natalie smiled. ‘I’ll get the glasses. What do you think of the place?’
Alison frowned. ‘What place?’
‘This place, of course. Our new – if somewhat temporary – home. We were lucky to get it. Thank goodness one of the agents came up trumps.’
Natalie reached into the cupboard for two wine glasses and put them on the breakfast bar as Alison walked to the far end of the room, gazing around her.
‘Well, I’m glad it’s okay for you, but before we talk about your meeting with the police tomorrow, are you going to tell me why you felt you had to leave Ed? You know I had my doubts, but you seemed so sure. What happened?’
Natalie hesitated. She didn’t want to talk about what had happened that afternoon, so she covered the pause by filling two glasses with wine. She handed one to Alison, who she felt sure would take no more than two sips all evening. Both women sat on the sofa and, folding one leg beneath her, Natalie turned towards her friend.
‘I’ll tell you, but first I want to know why you and Ed are so distant with each other, and why you thought us moving in together was such a bad idea.’
‘Oh come on, Nat. You were distraught about Bernie – understandably. Ed was your knight in shining armour, and I thought you’d put him on a pedestal. The problem with pedestals is that people invariably fall off them, so I was worried that when you stopped being so incredibly grateful to him and realised that he’s just an ordinary guy, you might not feel the same way.’
‘Do you think he’s ordinary?’ Natalie asked, wondering if her friend had ever suspected that Ed had a dark side.
Alison reached over and put an arm around her friend. ‘Ordinary’s not a derogatory term, you know. He’s solid, reliable, dependable, but he’s not Bernie, is he?’
Natalie knew what she meant. When Bernie walked into a room, people looked up and smiled, knowing he was going to entertain them. Ed was the person you turned to when you needed help… Well, that’s what she had always thought.
For a moment Natalie considered how it used to feel going home at the end of a working day. With Bernie she had felt a frisson of excitement just being with her man. With Ed she had felt cocooned, warm and safe, as if she had left her troubles at the door. So different, but who could say which was better?
‘Does Ed know what you think about us getting together?’ Natalie asked.
‘I’m afraid so. I told him, and he accused me of jealousy – said that I resented the fact that you needed him more than me. But we’ll get over it. You’re my best friend, and I didn’t want you making any mistakes, that’s all.’
Natalie took a large gulp of wine and looked at Alison over the rim of the glass. Was she right? Had she put Ed on a pedestal? Was that what had happened? Had she believed him to be perfect, and when a flaw appeared she had run for the hills?
No. That was ridiculous. This wasn’t some minor irritation, like leaving used teabags on the draining board. This was about her daughter’s safety – and possibly that of other kids too.
‘Anyway, what did make you leave?’ Alison asked, breaking eye contact. ‘You still haven’t told me, and Ed wouldn’t say a word when I asked him.’
Natalie had known Alison was going to ask her, and she had decided to use the same story she had used with Megan, knowing it was a weak excuse. She told her about Ed searching through Bernie’s boxes.
‘Really? That’s not on, is it? He should have respected your right to privacy more than that. But if you’re worried about him going through Bernie’s boxes of rubbish, why have you left them there with him?’
‘I didn’t have a fat lot of choice. I couldn’t get them all in my car along with our suitcases, and I didn’t want to drag the whole leaving thing out any longer than I had to.’
‘Do you want me to go and get them and take them to my house?’
‘Don’t be daft. You haven’t got a square inch in your house that’s not covered in builder’s rubble. It doesn’t matter, it’s not as if there’s anything terribly exciting. It’s just that along with bits and pieces from his childhood Bernie had notebooks and random scraps of paper. He jotted all sorts of things down as ideas came to him – everything from plans for cheap holidays to what he was going to buy me for Christmas. I never looked at them when he was alive. I thought he was entitled to his own thoughts.’
Alison’s expression was unfathomable. ‘I didn’t know that about Bernie.’
‘Well, why would you? He always said that ideas came to him at the oddest of times, and he could never remember them even an hour later. So it was best to write them down. One day I want to go through them, maybe with Scarlett, and I don’t want anyone else reading them before I do.’
‘Then I’ll go and get them for you,’ Alison said. She put her still-full glass down heavily on the coffee table. ‘I’ll store them safely in my studio until you’re ready for them. I’ll get them tomorrow evening, then you can stop worrying.’
Natalie didn’t relish the thought of calling Ed to give him this news, especially after today, but in spite of the fact that it wasn’t the main reason she had moved out, she would love to know why he had been searching through Bernie’s boxes. What was he looking for?
She had too much else to worry about now, though, including an interview with a detective tomorrow morning.
‘What do you think the police will want to ask me, Ali? I know I’ve been through it before, but it’s all a bit of a blur, to be honest. I was so devastated, I’m sure I was barely coherent.’
Alison reached out to hold her hand.
‘If they’ve got someone for it, they probably want to be sure they didn’t miss anything first time round that might get him off. They’ll want to know if things were okay at home, was he worried about anything or had there been any trouble with anyone – even something as trivial as a neighbour arguing about the height of your hedge. That kind of thing.’
‘Oh,’ Natalie said, her voice flat. ‘I don’t know what I can tell them that would be any use. You know Bernie – Mr Nice Guy. He never argued with anyone.’
That was true, but Natalie also remembered that over the last few months of his life for some reason Bernie had been far from enthusiastic about her spending a lot of time with Alison. Maybe he thought she shared more with her friend than she did with him, but typically she had never delved too deeply.
‘Just tell them the truth, Nat,’ Alison said. ‘You were happy, and there’s nothing you can think of that was worrying him.’
Alison was right. She could say that, and it was probably what she said in the height of her anguish two years ago. But that wouldn’t be entirely true, and maybe it was time to admit it.
*
Scarlett could hear the low murmur of voices coming from the next room. She tried to shut out the sound. She didn’t want to know what they were saying about her dad, pulling apart the last few months of his life. Hunting through her hastily packed suitcase for her headphones, she plugged them into her phone to listen to music and tried to engage herself in Snapchatting with her friends, but neither distraction could block out her thoughts.
Tomorrow she was going to have to talk to the police. And this time she had to tell them about the text on her dad’s phone. She was going to check out her own suspicions first, then she would tell the police everything.
There was too much going on in her head. Thoughts of the police interview, the text, the conversation in the next room were overlaid with images of the fat caretaker fiercely telling her to get away from the posh part of the apartments, as if she was some toerag who had broken in.
He had to be wrong about the apartment being empty. He just didn’t want her to know who was living there. She wished that Cliff was still around. He would have been much more helpful.
She had decided not to tell her mum about the run-in with Martin, or about Ed bringing the package. There was no need to add extra worries to what seemed to be a growing list. Scarlett would go back to the apartment tomorrow and see if anyone answered the door. She had to know for sure.
She was so deep in thought and the music was so loud that she only realised her mum was standing at the foot of the bed when she waved her arms, windmill style, to attract Scarlett’s attention. She was mouthing, ‘Dinner’ and Scarlett knew she had to go and be sociable for at least as long as it took to eat the food.
The smell of Chinese food was enticing, and Scarlett breathed in the spicy aroma. ‘Hi, Alison,’ she said as she walked from the bedroom.
Alison looked about to jump up to give her a kiss, but Scarlett dodged behind the breakfast bar and grabbed herself a glass for some water.
The conversation was strained as they shared the sofa and ate the Chinese with chopsticks, but Scarlett answered when she was spoken to and smiled as much as she could. The weight of knowing what she was going to have to ask ruined her appetite, and she was only able to manage half of her plate of food.
‘Are you okay, sweetheart?’ her mum asked. ‘It’s not like you to let Chinese food go to waste.’
‘Sorry. Not hungry, that’s all.’
Scarlett noticed that her mum had done little more than nibble at her food either, and Alison had done exactly as she always did – picked out a few pieces of chicken and the odd cashew nut. It seemed the tension in the room was affecting all of them.
Alison pushed her plate away and Scarlett jumped up. ‘You stay there, Mum. I’ll stick these in the dishwasher.’ Scarlett took Alison’s plate from her and went across to the kitchen area.
‘I think I should be going, Nat,’ Alison said.
Scarlett wasn’t going to have a chance to talk to her, and for a minute she was relieved, but with the police investigation starting up again she had to do it if she was going to tell them anything useful.
‘I’ll see you out,’ Scarlett said, to the obvious surprise of Alison, who had no chance to comment before Scarlett had opened the door and walked out into the black hall.
As she moved away from the door and the corridor flooded with white light, Scarlett looked back at her mum, standing in the doorway, saying goodbye to her friend. The harsh lighting threw her face into a pattern of stark shades of grey, and she suddenly seemed older and more vulnerable.
Neither Scarlett nor Alison uttered a word until they were out of sight and it wasn’t until they reached the lift to the lobby that Alison broke the silence.
‘Scarlett,’ she said, her voice low. ‘I know you’re mad at me for something and have been for a while now – I just don’t know what. If I’ve taken too much of your mum’s time over the last eighteen months, I’m sorry, but she needed me.’
Scarlett gave a harsh laugh. ‘It’s not my mum’s time I’m bothered about.’
Alison stopped, and Scarlett turned to face her. She hadn’t really noticed until now how thin Alison had become. Her cheekbones stood out above slightly hollowed cheeks and her eyes seemed deeper set than they used to be.
‘Scarlett. Look at me. What is it that’s bothering you? I genuinely don’t know what you’re talking about. But I do want to help.’
‘I’m talking about my dad, Alison.’
Alison said nothing, just narrowed her eyes and stared at Scarlett. Then she reached out with both hands to hold Scarlett gently around the wrists.
‘Get off me, Alison. You’re hurting me.’
‘Oh stop being so dramatic. I’m not hurting you. Just holding you so you can’t run away. What do you mean, me and your dad?’
‘Did you send him a text the day before he died? A text about love. Was it you? He wasn’t available, you know. He was ours!’
Scarlett felt a burning at the back of her eyes and her throat tightened painfully. The number of the phone the text had come from had been withheld, but it had to be Alison. She didn’t need a response. All she wanted was for Alison to know what she suspected.
She wrenched her wrists out of Alison’s grasp, turned and started to run down the long corridor, back to the left-hand turn that led towards their apartment. She heard the pounding of feet behind her as she turned the corner, and a hand reached out and grabbed her arm, holding her back.
‘Stop it. Stop running from me and tell me what you’re talking about. If you go home in this state, your mum’s going to be worried sick. Don’t you think she’s got enough on her plate with the new enquiry? Tell me what you mean and let’s put this straight, Scarlett.’
Alison’s eyes were wide, and Scarlett could sense her concern – probably more for her friend than for Scarlett.
‘I saw the text. I saw what you wrote to my dad.’
‘What text? I never sent your dad a text. It’s possible that at some time I may have sent him a message if I couldn’t get hold of your mum, but that’s all. What text?’ she repeated.
‘I saw it. I know it was from you.’
‘Whatever you saw had nothing to do with me, I promise you. What did it say?’
‘I love you.’ Scarlett practically spat the words out. ‘Among other things.’
Alison’s face was a picture of confusion. Was she acting?
‘What other things? Try to remember, Scarlett.’
‘Why? Can’t you remember?’
Alison lifted both arms to hold Scarlett by the shoulders and looked straight into her eyes. ‘I can’t remember because I didn’t send it.’
‘If I tell my mum, she’ll hate you as much as I do.’
Alison gave an exasperated sigh. ‘The text wasn’t from me, and I can prove it. You know what a neat freak I am. I’ve got all my mobile bills, complete with details of every number I’ve called or sent a text to for the last three years. Come and check them out, or I’ll scan them and mail them to you. You’ve got to believe me, Scarlett. It wasn’t me.’
Scarlett felt the first seeds of doubt, but it had to have been Alison, and it wasn’t just the text that had made her think that. There was other stuff too. She had never said anything before because she didn’t want her mum to find out that her husband and best friend were cheating on her. But now she was going to have to talk to the police, and she would tell them everything this time.
‘Can you remember the rest of the message? It might be important,’ Alison said.
Scarlett didn’t want to say any more – not to Alison, and not to anyone else.
‘Forget it,’ she said, hanging her head. ‘I won’t say anything to Mum. I’m sorry.’
She pushed herself off the wall and Alison dropped her hands. Scarlett had harboured this hatred and certainty for too long and now she felt like a stupid child.
She could feel Alison’s eyes on her back as she walked away and realised that maybe she would never know what had been going on.
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At last I’ve been able to escape to my bedroom. I thought this evening would never end, but Shirley and Mike wanted to know how drama club is going. I had to lie and say that I have to go more often than once a week because it’s the school holidays. I had to make up stories about it when all I wanted to do was to get away from them and think about what happened today.
I feel so bad about lying to them. I don’t want them to send me back to the children’s home, but I can’t give this up. I’ve not been paid yet because the magazine has to accept the pictures first and it can be a lengthy process, but I don’t care about that.
What I do care about, though, is that somehow I seem to have ruined everything, and my throat has been aching with the effort of not crying all evening. I don’t know how I stopped myself from bursting into tears at the table. Shirley knew there was something the matter. She asked me once, but when I wouldn’t answer she just patted my hand.
It’s not just the whole bit about being a model that I love. It’s him! He’s been texting me the sweetest messages all week, and today felt like pure magic – at least to start with. I was more confident and I seemed to be getting the poses right most of the time.
And then something incredible happened. I can feel my cheeks getting hot as I think about it.
For the last session I had to wear a dress, and I couldn’t zip it up. I had to call him into the room to do it for me. But before he pulled the zip up, he kissed my back. Just gently, but it made me shiver. Then he zipped me up, and we carried on with the photos as if nothing had happened. But I was such a mess!
Then it was time to get changed, and I could hear my voice shaking as I asked him if he’d undo my dress. He pulled down the zip, but he didn’t move away. I felt his arms slide inside and around my waist, his fingers stroking my skin.
He whispered in my ear, ‘You know I want you, don’t you?’
I felt as if the air had left my body.
He said no more, and after a moment he left me to get dressed. But this time when I was ready to leave he held me away from him.
‘I can’t hug you again,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from kissing you.’
It felt like the end of the world. In a life that’s seen very few hugs, his have come to mean everything to me, and my eyes filled with hot tears.
‘Please,’ I said. ‘I want a hug. I don’t mind if you kiss me.’
He shook his head. ‘I can’t, darling. I’m so sorry. Perhaps it’s better if you don’t come again. If I can’t have you, it’s going to be too difficult for me.’
‘You can have me,’ I whispered.
But he shook his head. ‘Come on. Let’s get you home.’
He didn’t touch me again. I’ve sent him a few texts, but he hasn’t answered. I think I’ve lost him and it’s killing me.
I pull a notepad from my bedside table. The first page is covered with doodles, all of his name. I grab my pen and start to draw each letter using an elaborate combination of shapes. It’s the W I like the best. I can create something symmetrical and sexy from that.
I hope he’ll change his mind and let me see him again. He can do what he likes. Lots of girls I know have had sex, or so they say. And if that’s what it takes to keep him, that’s what I’m going to do.
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After a restless night when Scarlett had lain rigid in bed, not wanting to toss and turn for fear of disturbing her mum, they had quietly got dressed for the police interview, both lost in their own thoughts, and made their way to the address they had been given.
Scarlett wasn’t sure what she was going to say. She had to tell them about the text, though. If it had come from some other woman and not Alison, she might have been married, maybe with a jealous husband. Should she tell the police who she had suspected and why? She still didn’t know.
A policeman came into the reception and introduced himself as Detective Sergeant Keith Sims.
‘Thank you both for coming. Shall we get Scarlett’s interview done first? We don’t want you sitting here worrying about it, do we?’ he said briskly but not unkindly. ‘Come on through, both of you.’
Scarlett stood up. ‘Actually,’ she said, hating herself for the tremor in her voice, ‘can I be interviewed on my own, please?’ She glanced nervously at her mum, who was frowning slightly. ‘Mum, I want to talk about when Dad left that morning, and I know it’s going to upset you. It’s easier if you’re not there. Is that okay?’
‘I won’t interrupt you, sweetheart, I promise. Wouldn’t you feel more comfortable if I was with you?’
Scarlett closed her eyes. This was so hard. ‘No. Please, Mum. I’m fifteen and I don’t need a babysitter.’
DS Sims stepped forward. ‘Mrs Gray, I’ll ask a female colleague to come down to sit in on the interview. Is that all right with you?’
Still looking slightly mystified, her mum agreed and sat back down again. DS Sims showed Scarlett into an interview room.
‘Wait here, Scarlett. I’ll be back in a moment.’
Scarlett sat down and started to bite her fingernails, a habit she had grown out of years ago. She didn’t have long to wait. The policeman was back within a couple of minutes.
‘Someone’s on their way down. Would you like anything to drink – some water, perhaps?’
Scarlett shook her head, and the sergeant allowed her to collect her thoughts while he shuffled some papers around on the desk. The door opened, and Scarlett looked up to see a woman a few years younger than her mum walk in, her shiny dark hair bouncing on her shoulders. She gave Scarlett a wide, friendly smile.
‘DI Robinson,’ DS Sims said, a note of surprise in his voice. ‘I just asked for a female officer. You didn’t have to come down.’
‘No, I didn’t. Quite right. But I was free so I thought I’d keep you company. Hi, Scarlett. I’m Becky. Keith here will be asking you the questions, but you must say if you’re not clear or you’re worried about answering. Is that okay?’
Scarlett nodded, but as the policewoman called Becky sat down she blurted it out: ‘I think my dad was having an affair.’
*
The two police officers had given Scarlett time to dry her eyes and make herself look more respectable before they took her back to the reception area. She had told them everything she knew, which wasn’t much.
She kept her head down as she walked with the detective, who had insisted that Scarlett should call her Becky.
‘Scarlett?’ her mum said, concern clear in her voice.
‘She’s okay, Mrs Gray. It just got a bit emotional in there. Understandable, really.’
Becky introduced herself. ‘Are you ready now, Mrs Gray? I’m sorry we have to put you both through this again, but your husband was one of ours, and we’re not going to give up on him, although I know it may have seemed like that.’
‘But if you’ve found the driver, why do we need to go over everything again?’
‘We’ve found the person who stole the car, yes, but we need to make sure he was driving it when the incident happened. It’s best if we go over everything to make sure we haven’t missed something important. Would you like to come with me, please?’
Scarlett looked at their backs as they walked down the corridor and wondered if she had done the right thing. What if they told her mum what she’d said? It would break her heart. Becky had said that their interview was confidential, and she just had to hope they’d stick to their promise and keep it to themselves.
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Much to Scarlett’s dismay, after they left the police headquarters her mum insisted that they go into town for some lunch. She felt sure there was going to be an inquisition about what she had told the officers, and it was so difficult saying nothing. Her mum tried to talk to her, to reassure her that the police were only doing their job, but Scarlett spent the hour on the edge of her seat, expecting a direct question. But it never came, and finally the meal was over.
Scarlett returned alone to the apartment, and breathed a sigh of relief as she sat down on the sofa and went over in her mind everything that had happened.
The whole morning had been terrible, but at least she had now told the police everything, and Becky seemed to think the information Scarlett had given them might open a useful line of enquiry. They were going to follow it up with those closest to Sergeant Gray, as Keith Sims had kept referring to her dad.
They had also said that it was good of her to come all the way into town, and Scarlett realised they thought she and her mum were either living in their own house or maybe they knew about Ed. The police clearly didn’t know they had moved out, so she had said nothing. However, over lunch it became clear that her mum hadn’t been able to avoid the subject and had been asked a direct question.
‘What did you tell them?’ Scarlett had asked, hoping and praying nothing had been said about any so-called inappropriate behaviour, as her mum kept calling it, on Ed’s part.
‘I said that in retrospect we had moved in together too soon, and although I’d thought I was ready, that was clearly not the case. We were taking some time to work out our next steps.’
At least that hadn’t got them investigating Ed, and Scarlett was glad of that.
As she sat on the sofa in the apartment she picked up a cushion, hugging it to her. She felt guilty about telling tales, something that as a child she had always been told not to do, unless the alternative was lying, which was equally forbidden. The trouble was that unless the text message was directly related to her dad’s death, the only person who would be hurt if all this came out was her mum, and she really didn’t want that.
Scarlett was so deep in thought that it was minutes before she registered the sound – faint to start with, but growing in volume.
She leaped up from the sofa and crept across the room to put the side of her head flat against the wall. It was the girl again, but this time she wasn’t laughing. She seemed to be gasping for air.
It didn’t make sense. Martin had told her the apartment next door was empty. Was he lying? Or maybe it had been ghosts all along.
*
Scarlett didn’t move from her spot for ten minutes. Maybe longer, she wasn’t sure. She had put a glass to the wall again, her hand shaking as she pressed her ear against the base of the tumbler. How could these sounds be coming from an empty apartment? Perhaps it wasn’t their apartment that was haunted. Perhaps it was the one on the other side of the wall.
Gradually the sounds subsided, and finally there was silence. Scarlett thought about knocking on the wall and shouting to see if anyone would answer. But if nobody responded she would know there really wasn’t anybody there – that no human was making the noises.
After hearing nothing for an hour Scarlett decided to ignore what Martin had said. She didn’t want to believe the next-door apartment was empty. He had to be lying, and this time she was determined not to be put off. If there was nobody in when she rang the bell of the apartment, she would put a note under the door.
Grabbing a notebook from her bag, she tore out a page, picked up a biro and her keys from the worktop and left the flat, walking quickly along the dingy corridor before she could change her mind. She took the lift to the lobby, ran down the outside staircase and up the other side to the south wing, punching the code into the keypad.
It was only as she reached the door of the apartment adjoining theirs that she began to wonder what she was doing, and what she was going to say if there really was someone living there.
Her hand hovered over the bell push.
‘Oh, stuff it,’ she muttered under her breath, and pressed the button firmly.
Through the door she heard it ring, but irrational as the thought seemed, the ding-dong of the chime sounded as if it was bouncing off emptiness.
She rang the bell again, and once more felt certain that the sound was disappearing into a vacuum. She put her ear to the door, but there was nothing.
Scarlett rested the piece of paper against the wall and started to write a note. She had only written a couple of words when she heard the now familiar huffing and puffing of an overweight man stomping along the corridor, still out of sight around the bend.
‘Shit,’ she muttered. She needed to hide, but where? Then Scarlett noticed the other door, back towards the turn in the corridor, and thought she would just have time to make it. As in their wing, it was labelled FIRE EXIT.
Scarlett raced towards the door, yanked it open and dodged behind it, pulling it closed just in time as, through the small square window, she saw Martin’s red face appear around the corner.
He stopped dead, his head whipping from side to side, his hands resting on ample hips in his customary pose before pulling out a hanky to wipe his brow.
Martin shook his head and glanced at the door to the apartment he claimed was empty, then crossed the corridor to the single door on the opposite side. He gave two sharp knocks, not bothering with the bell, and within seconds the door opened. Whoever answered was standing well back, beyond Scarlett’s line of sight, but it had to be the person who had reported her prowling around.
She couldn’t hear what was said, but Martin shrugged his shoulders several times. Suddenly he swung round. Scarlett ducked down below the window, hoping he hadn’t spotted her. Maybe the person spying from across the corridor had seen her come in here.
She was certain that with Martin’s bulk he had no chance of catching her, so she ran lightly down the stairs as far as the exit to the street. A bar across the door indicated that it should be pressed to get out, but there was a warning notice.
THIS DOOR IS ALARMED
 PLEASE ONLY EXIT IN AN EMERGENCY
‘Hey,’ a voice shouted, and Scarlett recognised it as Martin’s. ‘Are you down there?’ His voice echoed off the bare walls.
She stayed quiet, crouching beneath the bottom set of stairs.
After a few minutes Scarlett couldn’t hear any sounds from above and guessed that Martin had decided not to exert himself by coming down the stairs to look for her. She couldn’t hear his wheezy breathing either, but there was a chance he would be waiting for her in the corridor, knowing she had to come out some time.
She could see from her hiding place that next to the door was a keypad which she guessed would allow the door to be opened without setting off the alarm. She crept forward and entered the code she used to get into the main entrance.
As she half expected, the screen flashed ‘Error’. She was going to have to go back the way she had come.
She had no idea how long Martin would hang about to see if she would reappear, but she waited a few moments and then crept back up the stairs, listening carefully for his breathing. There was nothing.
When she reached the second floor she peered through the small window. The corridor appeared to be empty as far as she could tell from her narrow field of view. The door to the apartment opposite was closed.
Slowly she opened the door and stepped out.
‘Hello.’
Scarlett felt her heart leap in her chest. The voice came from her left, from the side of the wall that she couldn’t see from the window. She spun towards it.
A man was standing there, leaning against the wall, checking her out. He was tall with a couple of days’ growth of dark beard which almost disguised a slightly pointed chin, and his black expressionless eyes pinned Scarlett to the spot. He pushed himself off the wall and walked slowly towards her. It was the man she had seen that first morning coming out of this wing, and every instinct told her to run.
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Becky looked up from her desk to see Tom walking towards her, a frown on his face.
‘What’s up?’ she asked as he drew closer.
He appeared surprised at her question. ‘Nothing’s up. Why do you ask?’
‘No reason. Just thought you looked a bit bothered by something, that’s all.’ She pointed to the chair by the side of her desk, and Tom sat down. ‘Do you want a catch-up on anything?’
‘I think we need to go back and talk to Jennifer Bale’s parents again. And Archie. Maybe this time with them all in one room. The trouble is, I feel more like a counsellor than a policeman, as if getting them all together is part of their family therapy.’
‘What are you going to say to them?’
‘Tell them where we’re up to, and I suppose at some point – when Archie’s not around – we’re going to have to tell them about the evidence of sexual activity, although I’m not relishing the thought of that conversation.’
Becky couldn’t help but agree and for a moment wished she could duck out of the meeting. But that wouldn’t be fair on Tom.
‘It seems clear that Jennifer met this boy or man at the River View Pool,’ Tom said. ‘But somehow those kids seem unlikely suspects to me. They could be brilliant actors, of course, but they’re skinny kids who like to get their kicks from acting daft in the water and dive-bombing each other. The only possible sighting – and that could be pure coincidence – is of a male standing by the school playing fields who seemed to scare the life out of her. And none of those boys look anything like a man.’
‘Yeah, but the man may have nothing to do with it. Jennifer might just have rushed off to go to the loo.’
Tom leaned back and put his hands behind his head, looking up at the ceiling as if for inspiration.
‘We’ve put out an appeal for anyone who was around the playing fields that day. It might have been some harmless guy who decided to stop to watch the girls.’
Becky pulled a face. ‘Well, it’s not entirely harmless to hang about watching a load of fifteen-year-old girls running around in their knickers. Do you think anyone’s going to admit to that?’
Tom shrugged. ‘It’s what athletes wear though – and probably less revealing than a swimming costume, if you want to be picky.’ Tom’s head suddenly shot up. ‘That’s a thought. We’ve assumed all along that Jennifer met the boyfriend when she was swimming – in the water – but maybe she didn’t. Maybe he was watching from the gallery or the café at the pool.’
‘When would he have spoken to her, though?’
Tom didn’t answer, his face showing that he was thinking, his eyes unfocused.
‘Becky, have you got Lauren’s number?’
Becky nodded.
‘Can you get her on the phone, please?’
As Becky dialled, Tom continued to speak. ‘That last day they swam together, Jennifer had to leave the pool early because she got told off. Can you ask Lauren where Jennifer was waiting for her?’
Becky got his drift immediately, and when Lauren answered the phone she asked the question. She put the phone down and turned to Tom.
‘Jennifer went back to the changing rooms, got dressed and then waited in the café for Lauren. There’s a big glass window that looks over the pool. Jennifer was there for about twenty minutes. By the time Lauren was ready and went to find her she was on her way out of the café so Lauren didn’t see who she might have been speaking to. But she was definitely giving Lauren what she calls her “smug smile”.’
Becky picked up the phone again.
‘Who are you calling?’ Tom asked
‘River View Pool. If we check out the CCTV coming into and going out of the building for the whole period that Lauren and Jennifer were there – maybe an hour either side – we should be able to get stills of any guys who broadly match the description of the man by the fence. We’ll show them to the girls who were closest, see if any of them recognise him.’
*
Tom had just stood up to go to his office when he got a message to say that Mr Bale was downstairs, asking if Tom had time to have a word with him. This was a surprise, but Tom felt a guilty sense of relief that it was only Mr Bale.
As he walked into the interview room, Tom felt a stab of sympathy for Gregory Bale. The man looked shattered, which came as no surprise given the situation. His eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks grey and drawn.
After shaking hands and greeting each other formally, Tom sat down. ‘What can I do for you, Mr Bale?’
‘I hope you don’t mind me dropping in out of the blue, but I thought if I came to see you on my own, it might be easier. My wife is refusing to believe anything Archie told you. She says it’s a pack of lies and it’s all down to his vivid imagination. She wanted to report you, but I got so angry with her that she backed down. I’m sorry, but she’s really struggling with the idea that Jennifer kept secrets from us. She still won’t believe there’s a possibility that she killed herself. Do you know any more now, Mr Douglas?’
Tom knew this man deserved the truth, but he was clearly in so much pain.
‘Nothing has changed, I’m afraid. We’re treating Jennifer’s death as suspicious, but we have no clear evidence that it was anything other than suicide, although we haven’t stopped looking. And even if that’s the case, I want to know what drove her to it. We’ll do everything we can to get answers for you.’
Mr Bale looked down at his hands, and Tom gave him a moment. There was something he had to tell Jennifer’s parents and by coming in to see Tom, Mr Bale had made it easier. He had intended to discuss it with them the day before, after they interviewed Archie, but Mrs Bale’s attitude meant that any conversation about their daughter’s sexual history was probably going to fall on deaf ears. She would have been bound to declare that either the science was wrong, or her daughter had been raped and then murdered.
Why anyone would prefer the thought of their daughter being raped, Tom couldn’t understand. Would you really want to imagine that your child had suffered such fear and pain? He could understand preferring murder to suicide. Both were truly shocking and heartbreaking, but while in the former case parents might blame themselves for not taking greater care of their child, they could still rationalise that it was a random attack. In the case of suicide, all those close to the deceased would feel the weight of guilt, whether it was deserved or not.
‘Mr Bale, there’s one other thing we were planning to discuss with you yesterday, but the timing didn’t seem appropriate.’
‘I’m sorry about my wife, Chief Inspector.’
‘There’s no need to apologise. These are unbelievably difficult times for you both. I know your wife is adamant that Jennifer didn’t have a boyfriend, but I understand you’re less convinced.’
‘Well, I…’ Gregory Bale paused, as if he was about to change his story from the one he had told Becky. No doubt Mrs Bale had been working on him, and Tom interrupted before the man got himself tied in knots.
‘I’m afraid I have to tell you that it seems you were right. Quite how you tell your wife this is up to you, but forensic evidence shows conclusively that your daughter had sexual intercourse fairly recently, and almost certainly more than once.’
Mr Bale said nothing. He didn’t need to; the pain in his eyes said it all.
‘Maybe you could talk to your wife, and in the light of this evidence give some thought to who the boyfriend might have been? We’ll hopefully be able to bring you some photographs early next week of possible boys or young men, but if there’s anyone from your church or your neighbourhood, anyone at all, now that you know that there was definitely someone, it would help.’
‘Right,’ Mr Bale said quietly.
‘Mr Bale, kids of Jennifer’s age can be put under enormous pressure by their peers, so we’re not just focusing on the boyfriend. We’re also looking to see if she was bullied, either at school or via social media. We are looking as widely as we can. Someone or something may well have pushed her into this. We’re not going to stop until we have some answers.’
There was nothing more to say, and after Mr Bale had quietly said goodbye Tom made his way back upstairs. As he walked into the incident room, Keith was pinning up a series of A4 sheets on a board, each of them representing a link to Bernie Gray. Tom stared at them. There was something nagging at him, something he couldn’t quite grasp. But the thought eluded him, and with a frustrated tut he headed back to his office.
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Scarlett’s legs wouldn’t work. She wanted to run, but the man would easily catch her. She didn’t know what he wanted with her or why she was so frightened, but she had a strong feeling that he was dangerous.
As he got closer she realised that he was probably only in his mid twenties – not so much older than her, but with such assurance as he lazily ambled towards her that the last of her confidence crumbled away.
He stopped a couple of feet away, not too close for it to be uncomfortable, but close enough for her to detect a whiff of a subtle cologne.
‘You were ringing the bell of this apartment, weren’t you?’ he asked, his eyes scrunched up as if he was trying to work something out.
‘Yes.’ There was no point denying it.
‘And yesterday?’
‘Yes.’
‘Has someone sent you here?’
Scarlett didn’t understand the question. What could he mean?
‘No. I live next door, so I came to say hello.’ She could hear her voice quivering and swallowed hard.
The man scanned the corridor as if looking for next door.
‘No, not in this wing.’ Scarlett pointed a shaky finger at the dividing wall, on this side decorated with a well-lit piece of modern art. ‘On the other side.’
He took a step towards her, his head slightly lowered.
‘Sorry?’ He said it like he was asking a question, and turned his head to stare at the wall. ‘You’re telling me that you live in the apartment beyond that wall?’
Scarlett had no idea why this was such a big deal. ‘Yes – me and my mum. We moved in a few days ago. It’s only temporary.’
He looked angry and she felt another rush of fear.
His eyes returned to her face. ‘Martin’s told you this apartment’s unoccupied, though, hasn’t he? So why are you here ringing the bell?’
‘I thought I heard someone in there.’
For the first time the man smiled – as if he had heard a joke – and it changed his face. His eyes crinkled and lost their dead look. ‘What, squatters? Don’t you think I might have noticed, living opposite?’
‘I don’t know. I just heard noises,’ Scarlett said, her fear ebbing slightly now that he was smiling.
‘Right. In that case we’d better check it out once and for all then. What’s your name?’
‘Scarlett.’
‘You wait here, Scarlett,’ he said, setting off down the corridor. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t make me have to come and find you.’
Scarlett watched as he disappeared around the corner. Where was he going? What did he mean about checking it out? She noticed that he moved with the grace of a cat, but maybe that was just in comparison to Martin. She didn’t know whether to stay or make a run for it, but the man knew where she lived now. And he had made it clear that he would come for her. She didn’t like the sound of that.
While she was waiting she walked back to the door of the apartment and pressed the bell again, in case everybody was wrong or lying to her. But if they weren’t, where was the laughter coming from? What if she went in there with him and the sounds were all around her, but he couldn’t hear them?
Five minutes later the man came striding back along the corridor, waving a key.
‘Come on, then. Let’s see if there’s one of those laughing clowns that you used to get at funfairs inside. That would explain it.’
She knew he was making fun of her, but she didn’t care. There had to be someone in there. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about.
Scarlett began to feel embarrassed as the man put the key in the lock and pushed the door open.
‘Hello?’ he shouted, and there was an immediate echoing silence. He turned towards her and raised his eyebrows, the sides of his mouth lifting as if to say, ‘You see?’
Scarlett immediately realised the apartment wasn’t like theirs. The door didn’t open straight into the living room. She could see a small hall, and when she poked her head inside there were three doors. She wanted to go in, but not with this man. Nobody knew she was there.
‘Do you want me to wait out here?’ he asked. ‘You can close the door and take the key so I can’t get in to molest you.’
He was laughing at her again. She held out her hand for the key, and he pulled it out of the lock and passed it to her. But then another thought came to her. What if there was someone in there? Wouldn’t that be more dangerous than going in with this man?
She hesitated.
‘Scarlett, I’m not going to hurt you. You know I live in the apartment opposite, so I’d be a bit stupid to do anything you could report to the police, wouldn’t I? And anyway, it’s as dangerous for me as it is for you.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Don’t look so scared. What are you – seventeen?’
‘No! I’m fifteen,’ Scarlett said, pleased that he thought she was so grown-up.
‘Really? But even if I never get closer than three feet from you, you could tell the police that I lured you in and tried to attack you – although it wouldn’t be true. So it’s as much a danger for me as it is for you.’
Scarlett didn’t know what to do and was becoming very sorry that she ever had started this, but she had to make a decision.
‘I won’t lock the door, but will you stay in the corridor, please?’
He laughed but agreed, and Scarlett tiptoed into the hall, earning herself another laugh. She pushed open the door to the left, the room furthest from the dividing wall. It looked like it should probably be the bedroom, but there was no furniture in it. The next door led to a large bathroom with a beautiful roll-top bath.
The man leaned against the doorjamb, his arms folded.
Finally she opened the door to the right – into the room that she knew shared a wall with their apartment. It was an impressive space and at least double the size of their sitting room. To her left was a much larger kitchen with shiny white units, a couple of matching black-glass-fronted built-in ovens and an island, separating the kitchen from what Scarlett assumed was the dining area. The whole of the rest of the room was probably intended to be the lounge. Three large windows gave the room light, in spite of the proximity of the red-brick building on the other side of the road.
But there wasn’t a stick of furniture in the room apart from the kitchen units. She stepped further in and jumped out of her skin when she heard a voice behind her.
‘If anyone is living here, I can only assume they’re happy sitting on the floor. It wouldn’t amuse me for long. How about you?’
He had followed her into the room and was blocking her exit to the hall.
‘But I heard laughing and voices,’ she said.
‘Look,’ he said, walking towards her and reaching out one hand to touch her shoulder with the tips of his fingers. Scarlett flinched slightly at his touch. ‘I can see this is upsetting you. You know someone lived in your apartment before who said she heard things?’
‘I know she thought there were ghosts, but I’ve heard the voices and I thought the sound must be travelling through the ventilation system.’
The man shook his head.
‘I was the first occupant in this wing of the building, and this apartment has never been lived in, so maybe the lady who lived in yours was right.’ He turned in a circle, his arm outstretched as if he were an estate agent, showing the scale and possibilities of the room. ‘You can see for yourself that there’s nobody here now, can’t you, and as far as I can see there’s no evidence that anyone has ever been here either.’ He inclined his head towards her. ‘It must be ghosts after all.’
He was looking at her with a mocking smile, as if she was a silly kid. But then his smile became more genuine. It seemed he had decided to be kind.
‘Come on,’ he said, holding out an arm to indicate the door. ‘Let’s get out of here.’
They walked towards the door.
‘Anyway,’ the man said. ‘What’s a young girl like you doing cooped up at home all day? Shouldn’t you be out somewhere with your mates?’
‘My mates are all back at home.’ Scarlett could feel herself blushing. She didn’t want to explain why she was here in Manchester.
‘So why don’t I give you my mobile number, and if you hear any more noises coming from here, you can give me a call. Does that sound like a plan?’
Feeling relieved that he wasn’t dismissing her completely, Scarlett pulled her mobile from her back pocket and handed it to him so he could put in his number. She felt better knowing that someone knew of her fears.
‘We’ll soon sort it, you’ll see,’ he said. ‘Send me a text so I’ve got your number too, and call me any time if you’re worried. Okay?’
Scarlett nodded. He was okay, really, and not as scary as she thought.
She glanced at the phone, where he had entered his name and number.
‘My name’s Lewis,’ he said.
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The phone was answered on the second ring.
‘What do you want?’
‘I want to know why the fuck someone’s living in the apartment in the north wing. What the hell are you playing at?’
‘It’s temporary.’
‘Yes, so I’m told. But it’s a bit late now – a kid’s been round here snooping. Says she heard noises through the ventilation system. It’s exactly because of that kind of risk that the place is supposed to stay empty.’
‘What? There shouldn’t have been anything to hear if you’d done what I said. We agreed to lie low for a month or two, so putting somebody in the apartment shouldn’t have been a problem. Why the hell didn’t you stick to the plan?’
‘Because an opportunity presented itself, and it was too good to pass up.’
‘Jesus, you stupid twat. You should have told me, or were you going to leave me out of this one?’
‘Have I ever done that before?’
‘How the fuck would I know? But end it now and wait until I tell you it’s clear.’
‘No can do. This one’s good, and she’s ready. Once or twice more with me and we’re done. Anyway, don’t put this all on me. Why in God’s name did you let them have the place? You can’t have needed the bloody money.’
‘I needed to know where they were.’
‘Why, for fuck’s sake? Who are they? Who’s the girl?’
There was a silence from the end of the phone for a moment.
‘She’s Bernie’s daughter. She’s living there with his widow.’
‘Shit!’
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It was mid-afternoon before Natalie remembered she had to let Ed know that Alison was going to pick the boxes up. She didn’t know how to handle it, especially after the day before.
It took a while for him to answer the phone, and when he did, he seemed out of breath.
‘Nat, I’m glad you’ve called. We need to talk,’ he said, panting. ‘Sorry. I was in the shower and had to dash down to grab the phone.’
‘I apologise for yesterday,’ Natalie said, feeling embarrassed for the first time ever with this man, not least because of the unwanted image that flashed into her head of water dripping from his naked body.
Ed quickly regained his breath, and his voice was soft as he spoke to her. ‘I need to see you. I wish we hadn’t been interrupted yesterday. I wanted you to look at the camera, to see the pictures for yourself.’
Natalie didn’t know what to say. Whatever had been on the camera yesterday certainly wouldn’t be there today, if it was in any way incriminating.
‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to meet,’ she said. ‘I have to think of Scarlett, and it would give her mixed messages if I said I was leaving her at home so I could see you.’
‘She trusts me, Natalie, even if you don’t.’ There was a touch of bitterness in Ed’s voice. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’
Natalie summoned up the memories of everything that had upset her, from Ed sitting on Scarlett’s bed to him going through Bernie’s belongings, and they strengthened her resolve to say what she had to.
‘I wanted to let you know that Alison’s coming round this evening to collect the boxes from my room. We’re going to store them in her studio for now.’
She heard a sigh. ‘You don’t need to do that, you know. They’re safe here.’
‘It’s decided. Please don’t make this any harder than it needs to be, Ed. I’ve given my tenants notice, and I can pick up the rest of our things as soon as we have somewhere to put them. But if anything’s in your way, I can arrange to have it put in storage.’
‘Natalie, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick about everything. I know you don’t believe me, but you’re wrong. There’s stuff I’ve been keeping from you to protect you, but maybe that was the wrong decision.’ There was a brief pause that Natalie didn’t know how to fill. She was about to ask him what he meant when he said, ‘Have the police been in touch with you yet?’
The quick change of subject threw her for a moment. She hadn’t told Ed who had called when she was in his house, but if he knew about the police, did that mean they were talking to him too?
‘I saw a detective this morning. Scarlett did too. They had me down as living with you. So I had to tell them that had changed.’
‘Did they ask you why?’ Ed sounded worried, and Natalie knew that he was wondering if she had told them about the website.
‘They queried the fact that it had been such a short-lived arrangement, so I said it hadn’t worked out. Have you seen them?’
‘Yes, although as a policeman myself I know their interview techniques and I can see what they’re really after, rather than what they say they’re after.’
Natalie had no idea what this meant, and asked the question.
‘I suspect they were trying to establish how long we’ve had feelings for each other. Basically, Nat, they wanted to know if I was in love with you when Bernie was alive.’
‘What relevance has that to anything?’
She heard a mocking laugh from Ed. ‘Come on. You must know what they were getting at. If you and I were having an affair it would have given me, or you for that matter, a motive for his murder.’
Natalie gasped. That had never occurred to her. ‘So what did you tell them?’
‘I told them the truth, of course. That as far as I am aware you were happily married, but that I’ve been in love with you since you were seventeen years old.’
*
After Ed’s declaration, Natalie had been lost for words and had drawn the conversation to a swift end. She needed to think, and the sounds of the office around her were intruding. The more she tried to focus on her thoughts, the more the buzz of people talking on phones interspersed with the odd burst of laughter distracted her.
She had to get away from everybody, to focus on what Ed had told her. What did he mean about trying to protect her? From what? And had he really been in love with her for all these years?
The conference room that ran along one wall of the open-plan office was unlit and empty. Natalie picked up her laptop to at least suggest that she was working and walked across the office into the darkened room. She closed the blinds on the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out into the main office and didn’t bother to put any lights on.
Resting her elbows on the table and her chin on her cupped hands, she stared blankly at the mind map someone had drawn on the whiteboard during a previous meeting.
Was Ed telling the truth about his feelings? Had Bernie known? Had anyone known? Megan, perhaps?
The memory of a night out when she had had a rare argument with Bernie sprang into her head. Ed had flown to her defence, and Bernie had told him to piss off and mind his own business, but Ed had said that she and Bernie were his business, and he wasn’t prepared to stand by and watch them tear each other to shreds.
That had happened about three months before Bernie’s death. Her husband hadn’t been himself for weeks – months, maybe. Scarlett was right about that, although Natalie had never understood what the problem was and hoped it would blow over. He had withdrawn from her, becoming irritable when she tried to talk to him, and had seemed constantly tired. She knew he hadn’t been sleeping well, and when she turned towards him in bed, he just rolled over, presenting her with his back. They had rarely made love in those last few months, and Natalie was convinced that on the few occasions she had persevered until she managed to arouse some interest, it had been more of a duty than a pleasure for Bernie.
It was easier to look back on that time now. After he died she had focused only on how happy they had been rather than how things were towards the end of his life. She had believed it was a phase – something in his life that was causing him to be unhappy, but not anything fundamentally wrong with their marriage.
But now that she was forcing herself to be honest, she wanted to know why Bernie had been so withdrawn, why he had been unhappy, and what had been worrying him so much that he couldn’t confide in her. Was this what Ed had been trying to protect her from?
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Up to now Tom hadn’t involved himself in the investigation into Bernie Gray’s death – he had left it to Keith, overseen by Becky. But seeing Keith’s sheets of paper stuck to his whiteboard with different-coloured magnetic discs, which Tom was sure had some significance to Keith if not to anyone else, he realised that more details must have come to light since the initial investigation. Kieran O’Connor, the guy who had stolen the car in the first place, now claimed he had an alibi, and if it was corroborated this changed the game. They would no longer be checking details to close any loopholes in the man’s defence, but looking for a far more sinister explanation for Bernie Gray’s death, and it seemed Keith had already started exploring potential motives.
‘Talk me through it,’ Tom said to him. ‘Just give me the background on the names on the board.’
Keith stood tall, knees locked, back straight, his telescopic pen extended to its full length so that he could stand to the side of the board and tap on the relevant pieces of paper.
‘Natalie Gray was Bernard Gray’s wife. Married for fifteen years, and we were led to believe in the initial enquiries that the marriage was happy. But it seems that may not have been the case.’
‘On whose say-so?’ Tom asked.
‘If I may, sir, I’ll get to that,’ Keith said.
Tom saw Becky glance at him with raised eyebrows, but he gave a barely perceptible shake of the head. Keith had his way of doing things, and getting irritated wasn’t going to help anyone, or at least that’s what he told himself.
‘When we interviewed Mrs Gray she said that in the months before his death her husband had been working very hard, putting in lots of overtime. He had also recently joined a gym. She said that now she’s in a better position to be rational, she had to admit that there had been some distance between them, although nothing she saw as serious. She clearly had no idea that her marriage may not have been as perfect as she thought.’
Tom glanced at Becky.
‘Natalie Gray didn’t mention the overtime or the gym during the first interviews,’ she said. ‘She probably thought they were irrelevant. Trouble is, Sergeant Gray hardly did any overtime at all in the last three months of his life, and we’ve checked with his gym. They monitor usage by clients’ swipe cards. He was a member all right, but he only went twice after he joined.’
‘Ah.’ Tom knew what was coming. ‘Carry on, Keith.’
‘Scarlett Gray believes that her father may have been having an affair. She discovered a romantic text from an unknown source and initially believed that it had come from a lady called Alison Morgan, but she is now much less sure.’
‘And how does Alison Morgan know Bernie Gray?’
‘She’s Natalie Gray’s best friend.’
‘Nice,’ said Tom, curling his top lip. ‘Are you going to interview her, then?’
‘Given the sensitivity of the subject, DI Robinson will conduct the interview with me. We’re seeing her later today.’
Tom nodded, and Keith tapped his telescopic pen back and forth on the next two names.
‘Mrs Gray recently moved in with Edward Cooper, but after a matter of weeks she has now moved out and is in temporary accommodation in Manchester. Mr Cooper – or should I say Sergeant Cooper – lives here.’ Keith used his pointer to tap a photo of a house. ‘I was interested in how he had managed to afford such a large property, given his current rank within the police. He says some investments have paid off. We’ll check those out, of course.’
Tom made another note.
‘Megan Jenkins. Other than saying she thought Sergeant Gray was an excellent policeman and a good friend, she had nothing of interest to add.’
Tom tuned out slightly as Keith went through the list of people they had talked to, each of whom apparently had nothing worthwhile to say, so quite why they were on the board at all Tom didn’t know.
Thoughts of Jennifer Bale kept intruding, and the sensation that he was missing something in the investigation into the death of Bernie Gray was thrust to the back of his mind.
*
Becky sensed that they had lost Tom somewhere. He had seemed quiet for the last couple of days and hadn’t mentioned Louisa. Becky hadn’t liked to ask, because she knew she had already pushed the boundaries of their relationship.
As Keith wound up his presentation, Tom stood up and thanked him, then made his way back towards his office.
‘Well done, Keith,’ Becky said, keen to ensure that the sergeant didn’t feel deflated by Tom’s unusual lack of enthusiasm. ‘You’ve done some good work.’
She stood up from her desk and followed Tom to his office. He looked up from his notepad as she walked through the open door.
‘I’m going to interview the possible mistress in a few minutes, Tom, and then I’ll be off. I guess you don’t want me to come in over the weekend?’
‘No, I don’t think there’s any need. Before you go, do we know why Mrs Gray moved out of her love nest with Edward Cooper?’
‘I was there when Natalie Gray was interviewed, and she flushed and wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. Said it was irreconcilable differences. Pretty much what Cooper said too.’
Tom frowned. ‘That suggests they’re either hiding something or it’s sex-related and too difficult to talk about. We need to know which. We’re also going to have to ask Mrs Gray if she thought her husband was having an affair, without dropping the daughter in it if we can help it. Plenty of possible motives to unpack from either the lover or the lover’s husband – if they exist – or even Mrs Gray herself. A woman scorned, and all that.’
Tom leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He was deep in thought.
Sensing that she had lost him again, Becky stood up to leave. She wanted to ask Tom what the problem was but knew he wouldn’t tell her. As she reached the door, Tom sat forward and dropped his hands to the desk.
‘Oh. There was one other thing, Becky. Keith mentioned that Edward Cooper had made his money through investments. Do we know what kind of investments we’re talking about here?’
‘Yes. Property. He started with two-up two-down houses, but more recently he’s switched to apartments in central Manchester. It seems it’s been quite lucrative for him. I think he’s worth a bob or two.’
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It was late when Tom arrived home, almost midnight. He had enjoyed an evening with friends despite still feeling some lingering regret that things hadn’t progressed with Louisa, and on the drive home he had concluded that, disappointing as it was, he obviously hadn’t fulfilled her expectations. He wasn’t sure exactly what had gone wrong, but all he had invested was a bit of hope.
He had just stripped off for a shower before bed when the peal of the doorbell pierced the silence of the house. A caller this late at night usually suggested something was horribly wrong, so with a feeling of apprehension Tom grabbed a towel, fastened it around his waist and ran down to answer the door. He pulled back the bolts and switched on the porch lights to reveal the last person he was expecting to see.
‘Louisa!’
‘Tom, I’m so sorry to call round at this time of night.’ He saw her take in the fact that he was naked apart from a towel. She flushed slightly.
Tom said nothing. He waited. This didn’t make sense after several days of silence.
‘Look,’ she said. ‘I can see you’re about to go to bed – or perhaps you were already in bed. I just wanted to say I’m really sorry I didn’t respond to your text, and I didn’t want to wait any longer to tell you. I did warn you the other night that I’m impulsive.’ She pulled a guilty face.
Tom didn’t know what to make of this, but he stood back and opened the door wide. ‘You’d better come in.’
Louisa came into the hall, but Tom didn’t invite her further into the house. He didn’t understand what was going on here, but he didn’t want to stand on the doorstep with only a small towel covering him from waist to mid-thigh.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Louisa said again. ‘You must think I’m terrible. I engineered a meeting with you, we had a lovely evening, and then I didn’t respond to you for days. But it’s not what it seems.’
Tom didn’t want to use a platitude like it’s okay because it wasn’t. He had just managed to convince himself that it wasn’t the end of the world, and now here she was.
Louisa looked up into his eyes, but he didn’t want her to see how he felt. He looked away.
‘Please, let me explain,’ she said. ‘Your text came in when I was in theatre. Being a doctor is every bit as antisocial as being a policeman, and on this occasion it was a hugely complex case. By the time I’d finished and read your message it was too late to text you back. I didn’t want to wake you, and I bet you have your phone switched on all the time, don’t you? So I went into the on-call room for a sleep because I needed to keep an eye on the patient and check on him regularly during the night.’
Tom looked down at Louisa. She looked beyond tired; she looked exhausted. He felt guilty for keeping her standing in the hall.
‘Give me a minute to get some clothes on, then we can talk. Go into the kitchen – I’ll just be a moment, then I’ll make you a drink.’
Louisa held out a hand and rested it on the soft fair hairs on Tom’s chest.
‘No, don’t go. I want to explain first. I was woken at about 4.30 that night – or morning. There’s been a huge multi-department exercise recently that I’m sure you know about – the major emergency training programme? You do know about that, don’t you?’
Tom nodded, and Louisa continued, her hand still on his chest, but now she was moving it slowly, softly, up and down his skin.
‘I applied for it but wasn’t accepted for the first round. Then the anaesthetist for this exercise called in sick, and they came for me at the crack of dawn. I stumbled out of bed after two hours’ sleep, and I forgot my phone. Not that I would have had the chance to call you, to be honest. It’s been chaos. I got back half an hour ago, and I haven’t even been to the hospital to pick up my phone, so I don’t know if you tried again or just gave up. I wouldn’t blame you. More than anything I wanted to get to you to explain. You need to know that even if I’d hated you after that evening I would have called.’
Tom looked down into her eyes and could see the distress there.
‘And did you?’
Louisa gave him a gentle smile. ‘What, hate you? What do you think?’
Her eyes were giving him messages that he couldn’t fail to read, but after the disappointment of the last few days he wanted to make sure he was on solid ground before he made a wrong assumption, so he changed the subject.
‘And the training? How did that go?’
‘The training was amazing. The only thing is that it brings home how vulnerable we are. The fact that we even have to train for a major incident is scary.’
She looked up at him again, and now her other hand came up to join the first on his chest, both of them moving up to lightly rest on his shoulders. Her cool skin felt good on his warm flesh.
‘Are you furious with me? I really am so sorry. Your text couldn’t have come at a worse time.’
Tom felt himself relax. He hadn’t been wrong. There was a connection between them.
‘I’m not furious, but you look shattered,’ he said. ‘I’d ask you to come in so you can tell me all about it, but you really look as if you need to rest. It’s fine – honestly. Go home, and we’ll talk tomorrow.’
‘I don’t want to go home, Tom.’
He looked at her. ‘Are you sure?’
Louisa raised her eyes to his and no words were necessary, but he couldn’t afford to risk making the wrong move.
‘Give me a minute to get some clothes on and then I’ll get you a drink and something to eat if you like.’
‘Tom, I don’t want anything to eat or drink.’ She stepped closer. Her hands dropped to his waist and she gently pulled him towards her. He lifted his arms and wrapped them around her as she spoke. ‘You can forget about the clothes too, if you like.’
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Natalie had spent the entire weekend with Scarlett, and had done her best to push thoughts of Ed and all he had said to the back of her mind. She wanted her daughter to have her undivided attention, so they went to the cinema and had a meal afterwards, although she was fairly certain that, if asked, neither of them would have been able to say what the film had been about.
Inevitably they’d had to do some shopping for groceries, but Natalie’s head was all over the place, and it was only as she was preparing the evening meal on Sunday that she realised she had forgotten to buy olive oil to make the salad dressing.
‘It’s okay, Mum,’ Scarlett said. ‘I’ll go, if you like.’
Natalie glanced out of the window. It was still light outside and only six o’clock. Surely it was safe for Scarlett to go out on her own?
‘Mum, I can see your worried frown from here. I know what you’re thinking.’
‘I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I still keep thinking about Cliff.’
Earlier that day they had met one of their neighbours for the first time. She had known Cliff for a couple of years and had been checking on his progress. He was still in a coma and the police had no idea who had mugged him.
‘He was so close to home as well,’ the neighbour – a Mrs Parker – told them. ‘And while he’s away we have to put up with that awful Martin. He was the caretaker here while the place was being renovated, but he got the sack once the tenants started moving in. He was never going to cut the mustard with the posh types in the south wing. I guess with Cliff out of action they had to bring him out of retirement, or off the dole at least, as it was an emergency. It wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t mug Cliff himself to get his old job back.’
Natalie thought that highly unlikely now she had met Martin. He would have had to stand on a box to cosh Cliff over the head.
Cliff had been mugged late at night though, and Scarlett was right: Natalie had to let her go. She didn’t want her daughter to be scared of her own shadow.
‘Okay, but go to the shop on Deansgate. It’s main roads all the way.’
Scarlett sighed. ‘Okay,’ she said, drawing out the syllables. ‘But for the record, I did pass the Green Cross Code test when I was about eight. So, on the basis that I’ll stick to the pavements and not walk too close to the edge of the road, do we need anything else?’
As Natalie shook her head, smiling at her daughter’s sarcasm, Scarlett grabbed her bag, heading for the door before her mum could change her mind.
*
The usually busy streets of Manchester were quiet at this time on a Sunday evening. Even with Sunday opening in most of the stores, by now they were closed and it was too early for people heading into Manchester to eat. Scarlett liked Manchester like this, and she dawdled along the road, stopping to look in shop windows as she went.
Knowing she had taken too long and her mum would be getting worried, she speeded up a little on the way back and decided to take a short cut. It was still daylight, for goodness’ sake. What on earth could happen to her?
She turned into a side street, certain that up ahead was the road that ran between their apartment block and the red-brick buildings on the other side. They rarely looked out of their small window, as there was no view to speak of – not much more than a glimpse of the sky, as the buildings opposite were so close.
She crossed the road to see if she could spot their apartment from the outside. On the far left she could see the long thin window that she knew marked the location of their fire escape. She counted along the windows, knowing there were three apartments on this side, each the same as theirs – one window in the bedroom and one in the sitting room.
Scarlett looked up and counted to the sixth window, which would be their sitting room. She knew she had the right place, because they had put a lamp on the wide window ledge, hoping to make the place look more like home without that awful overhead light on all the time. Scarlett could see it from the street.
She looked to the right, hoping to see someone looking out of one of the windows in the apartment on the other side of the wall, if only to prove that she hadn’t been imagining the noises she had heard. But each of the six corresponding windows had a dead, unoccupied look.
She turned to walk away, but suddenly stopped and stared back at the building. Six windows between their sitting room with the lamp and the fire escape at the other corner of the building, with its long, thin window.
She closed her eyes and imagined herself walking around the empty apartment again. There was one window in the bedroom – she was sure of that, because the room had been dark, just like theirs. The bathroom had one window too, between the bedroom and the living room. And she was absolutely certain that the living room had only three windows. She could picture them in her head.
So why, from the outside, could she see a sixth window? Did that mean there was another room and somehow she had missed it? She was certain she hadn’t seen a door, though.
Maybe her memory was flawed. Or maybe she just hadn’t noticed the door. But that was hard to believe. What if there was a secret room, and it had been closed up because it was haunted? She smiled at her childish thoughts.
She had no sensible explanation, but there really was an extra window – she wasn’t imagining that – and now she would have to tell her mum.
*
Scarlett was out of breath by the time she got back to the flat, but she couldn’t wait to talk about what she thought she had discovered. If there was an extra room, where was the door? In their flat, or in the empty apartment on the other side of the wall? Was the room haunted, or did somebody live there? She was going to be the person who solved the mystery of the ghost in their building, and as soon as she had told her mum what she had discovered she was going to check the wall in their sitting room to see if there was any sign of an entrance to a secret room.
She put her key in the lock and pushed the door open eagerly, expecting her mum to be in the kitchen. Instead, she found her sitting on the sofa, her head in her hands. She felt the smile disappear from her face.
‘Mum?’
She didn’t look up, and Scarlett knew she had been crying. She dumped the bottle of olive oil on the kitchen counter and rushed over to her.
‘What’s up? What’s happened?’
Her mum sniffed and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand.
‘I’ve just spoken to Alison. I haven’t heard from her since she collected the boxes from Ed’s, so I called her.’
‘And?’ Scarlett prompted.
‘I didn’t want to have to tell you this, Scarlett, but I don’t want you to hear it from anybody else.’
Scarlett felt slightly sick. She had a feeling she knew what was coming.
‘Alison was asked to attend an interview with the police. It seems someone’s suggested that your dad was having an affair, and they wanted to talk to Alison to find out if it was with her. I don’t want you to worry about it, sweetheart. It’s probably somebody being malicious, but Alison’s very upset about it.’
Scarlett swallowed. ‘Did she tell you who told the police?’
‘No. She said she didn’t know. But she was lying. She just didn’t want to say anything else that might hurt me.’
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Tom whistled as he walked down the corridor. It surprised him that so few people whistled these days and he often attracted a strange look as he passed people. Today he didn’t much care. This morning it felt to him that all was well with his world.
He had only just put his briefcase down when Becky appeared in his open doorway. She took one look at him and raised her eyebrows. Tom ignored her expression and said nothing. Becky put her head on one side as if asking a question, but it wasn’t one that Tom was prepared to answer.
‘What have we got this morning, Becky?’ he asked.
She appeared to get the message and strode forward with, as usual, a pile of files in her hands. ‘There are a few cases I want to go over with you, but one thing has come up that you might be interested in with regard to Jennifer Bale.’
Tom was keen to make progress with this investigation. Even if the guy she had been having sex with didn’t take her onto the roof and push her off, he may as well have done. At fifteen Jennifer shouldn’t have had to suffer the rough and undoubtedly painful sex – whether forced or not – that the evidence was pointing to.
There were also the two comments – one from her friend Naeema and one from her brother Archie. It sounded very much as if Jennifer had been under someone’s spell and perhaps had seen suicide as the only way out.
‘Good news if we’ve got a lead.’
‘Well, I wouldn’t go quite that far, but we’ve got something that might point to a reason why she wanted to die. The tech guys have had her computer for a while now but were sidetracked on to another big case so have only just got round to checking it out.’
Becky took a sheet of paper from one of the files she was holding and slid it across the desk towards Tom. It was a colour print of a photograph.
Tom looked at the image. It was a girl, naked, crouched on all fours, her knees bent tightly underneath her. The photograph was taken from behind, but she was looking back over her left shoulder towards the camera. The face had been blurred using photo-editing software.
Tom looked at Becky. ‘Jennifer?’ he asked.
‘We’re fairly certain, yes. We compared this photo with some images taken by the pathologist, and the birthmark on her left hip matches, although it’s slightly distorted because of the angle.’
‘And they found this on her computer?’ Tom asked.
‘It had been deleted, but Jennifer obviously wasn’t technically savvy enough to know that deleted doesn’t actually mean deleted, even if she emptied her trash.’
Tom turned the picture over and slid it back across the desk to Becky.
‘Do we know how she got the image?’
‘We do. It was emailed to her. And there was a message.’
‘A threat, no doubt. I can hear it in your voice, Becky. What did it say?’
‘“Tomorrow this goes viral. You know what I want. It’s up to you.”’ Becky pulled a face. ‘Bastard,’ she muttered.
Sometimes Tom despised social media for all the negative uses people constantly found for it, and this was just another example of how dangerous it could be.
‘When was the email sent?’ he asked.
‘Two days before she died. The next night was her so-called swimming trip, and if I had to put money on it, I’d say she went to see lover-boy to beg him not to post it, because whatever he wanted she wasn’t going to be able to provide.’
‘And I guess the email’s untraceable?’ Tom didn’t really need to ask, but you never knew. Sometimes people could make mistakes or, if they were amateurs, didn’t know how easy it was to track them down online.
‘Of course. He’ll have used Tor or similar to reroute the message all round the world. And he probably sent it from an unregistered phone using a public hotspot. There’s no chance at all.’
‘But it actually tells us a lot, Becky, when we add in everything else we’ve got.’ Tom paused to get his thoughts in order. ‘We have a fifteen-year-old girl who looks twelve. You’ve seen the picture of her.’ Tom pointed to the downturned image. ‘She has the body of a twelve-year-old too. She felt she was completely under this guy’s control. He had sex with her, and she allowed him – or was forced to allow him – to take photos of her. And then what does he do?’
‘Threatens her with exposure,’ Becky said, ‘unless she does something else for him. What do you reckon – more pictures?’
‘Possibly, but if he had sex with her, then my guess is that he was preparing her for more. A wider audience, perhaps. It’s a double whammy for him – first the pictures, which we know he’ll be able to sell through the dark web to the perverted bastards who like this kind of thing, and then once he’s broken her, she’s like a lamb to the slaughter.’
Becky was shaking her head as if that would make the truth go away. ‘You think this is about more than Jennifer, don’t you?’
‘The set-up, plus the slow stripping of the girl’s dignity and trust so that she no longer has the power to make her own decisions, don’t strike me as the work of a novice. This guy’s done it before and he’ll do it again. I’m sure of it.’
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I’m so glad the weekend’s nearly over. I’ve had to get through three whole days without seeing him, but I know he wants to see me again.
Last week I thought I’d lost him forever. He didn’t call and didn’t text for a whole day, even though I sent him loads of messages.
And then, when I was sure I’d never see him again, his name flashed up on my phone: I’m sorry about last time. It won’t happen again. Do you trust me?
My hands were shaking so much that I almost couldn’t get my thumbs to work to reply to him. He asked me if I would go to the studio right away! I didn’t even stop to think about it. I had a quick shower and washed my hair before setting off.
‘You look nice, love,’ Shirley said as I told her I was going out. ‘Have a good time now, won’t you.’
For a moment I wondered what she would say if she knew what I was going to do. But I couldn’t think like that.
When the car dropped me outside the building, he was waiting for me at the back door. He touched my cheek with his finger and smiled at me, but he didn’t hug me. I wasn’t sure my legs would carry me up two flights of stairs, but somehow they did. And then we were in his studio. It looked the same, but it felt different. Or maybe I felt different.
I turned to face him, and he stared into my eyes. ‘Do you want to get ready?’ he asked.
I swallowed hard. ‘What would you like me to wear?’
He gave a lopsided smile but said nothing for a moment. Then he reached over to the bed and picked up a pure-white dress that was lying on the dark blue sheets. It was fine cotton, with a high neck and cap sleeves. It was very short and a younger style than the things I’ve worn before. He must have seen me frown.
‘It’s a different magazine, so a different look. Do you want to pop it on and give me a shout when you’re ready?’
I stripped off completely and slipped the dress over my head. There was no zip this time and I was almost disappointed.
I shouted for him to come in. He still hadn’t touched me apart from the stroke on the cheek earlier, and I didn’t know what to expect. Maybe in more childish clothes he wouldn’t want me any more. Perhaps that was his plan. I felt sick at the thought.
He stopped in the doorway and looked me up and down. The dress only came halfway down my thighs, and I’ve never thought much of my legs. But he was smiling.
He walked over to the bed and sat down. ‘Come here,’ he said.
I sat down beside him. ‘No, not there. Here,’ he said, patting his thighs.
I stood up and turned round, lowering myself onto him, knowing that my dress was too short for this, but he was looking into my eyes. I steadied myself by resting a hand on his shoulder, and one of his arms circled my waist. He raised his other arm to tuck my hair behind my ear, then let his warm hand fall to rest on the cold flesh just above my knee.
I don’t regret what happened next. Not for one minute. That’s why the weekend has seemed unbearably long. I can’t wait to see him again. I think he loves me.
I get my notepad out again and draw his name in an elaborate design, over and over.
Lewis, Lewis, Lewis.
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Sunday evening had been a disaster, and Natalie was suffering for it when she woke up on Monday morning. She was going to have to get up and go to work, but she shouldn’t have drunk a whole bottle of wine. Once upon a time her body would have shrugged it off, but she knew from bitter experience that she was one of those people who actually felt progressively worse with a hangover as the day wore on, rather than better. No amount of black coffee was going to take away that nauseous feeling that too much white wine gave her.
So why did she persist in drinking it?
She knew the answer all too well. It took the edge off. It allowed her to forget.
Natalie had never been a big drinker – that was Bernie’s role in their marriage, and she had always been the sensible one who stayed off the booze so one of them could drive home. She had stopped drinking completely when she was pregnant, and had never really got back into the habit. Until Bernie died.
The past few days had just been so dreadful. She wanted to focus on the future, but the revitalised enquiry into Bernie’s death had taken over her head. She didn’t believe for one moment that Bernie and Alison had been having an affair. From the day Bernie asked her to marry him, Natalie had been clear on her feelings about infidelity, saying that they should operate a zero-tolerance policy where extramarital relationships were concerned. He had agreed wholeheartedly, and she had never once suspected him of breaking the rules they had set for themselves. Besides which, Bernie didn’t even like Alison that much, particularly in the year before he died. He had actually tried several times to persuade Natalie not to see her friend, and now – as with so many of the questions raging through her mind – she wished she had asked him what the problem was.
Natalie sat up in bed and hugged her knees. In the cold light of day she had to think about the truth, rather than living in a bubble of believing that everything in her marriage had been perfect. Could it be true that Bernie had been seeing someone else? And if so, who? Not Alison. She was her best friend, for goodness’ sake. Maybe he had met someone during one of his cases – some woman in distress who had appealed to his ridiculously soft heart. She had always teased him about his susceptibility to a sob story, but perhaps one time it got the better of him.
To Natalie it seemed that things had started to go wrong when Bernie was seconded to a special project team for six months. He had been so pleased to pass his detective exams a couple of years earlier and had been thrilled to be selected for the team, but near the end of his time there he said he was sick of the travel and had asked to be transferred back into uniform as soon as possible.
She had always assumed that the change in his behaviour had been down to stress. Maybe she had been wrong. Maybe all along it was another woman.
Natalie wished she hadn’t told Scarlett what Alison had said. Scarlett had burst into tears at the thought of her dad being unfaithful, and she hadn’t needed to know. Poor Scarlett. She had idolised Bernie. And then, after all the tears, the poor kid had had to sit there and watch her mum getting steadily more drunk as the evening progressed.
Natalie flung back the bedding. She was disgusted with herself. Scarlett had sensibly chosen to sleep on the sofa again last night, not wanting to inhale second-hand wine fumes, no doubt, and as Natalie made her way as silently as possible to the bathroom, she could see that Scarlett had turned to face the wall. She knew her daughter was feigning sleep. Her body was too rigid.
‘I’m so sorry, sweetheart,’ she whispered.
She waited, but Scarlett didn’t acknowledge her, still pretending to be asleep, so with a shake of her head at her own stupidity Natalie went into the bathroom and closed the door.
*
Scarlett couldn’t bring herself to speak, but it had nothing to do with a bottle of wine or unwanted revelations about her dad. She knew perfectly well that it was her fault the police had interviewed Alison. She had kept her suspicions to herself for more than eighteen months, and she was furious that Alison had now told her mum, especially as Alison seemed confident that she would be able to prove the text message didn’t come from her phone.
The problem was, it wasn’t just the text that Scarlett had told the police about. She had discovered her dad had lied, and she could still remember every vivid moment of that evening.
It had happened a few weeks before he died. Scarlett had been round at Gracie’s after school, revising for a test the next day, and had been walking home when Ed had pulled up beside her in his car.
‘Hop in, Scarlett. It looks like it’s going to chuck it down any minute. I’ll give you a lift home on my way to work. I’m on nights again.’
As they had driven through the village, Ed chatting away and asking her all sorts of school-related questions, Scarlett had looked to her left out of the window and seen someone jogging down one of the lanes that ran off the main road. The jogger had then turned into a gateway. There was no doubt at all in her mind that it was her dad because he had just taken up jogging to get rid of some of what he called his spare tyre, and he had bought an absolutely hideous bright green running jacket. She nearly pointed him out to Ed, but he had been teasing her dad about his midlife crisis, so she had kept quiet.
Scarlett hadn’t thought much about it until she got home. She was walking down the hall to the kitchen, about to ask why Dad was out jogging, when her mum called out to her.
‘Tea’s ready. Dump your coat and sit down. We’re not waiting for Dad. He’s gone out for a jog, and then he’s going round to Ed’s for some supper and to watch the match on TV. At least we’ll be spared a night of football.’
Scarlett had been stunned and almost blurted out that Ed was working and wasn’t going to be in that evening.
Through the rain-streaked window she couldn’t tell exactly which gate her dad had turned into, but the only person they knew well down that road, as far as she was aware, was Alison. She didn’t want to say anything until she’d had a chance to ask her dad about it. It would be typical of her to expose a secret meeting to plan a surprise present for her mum.
And then she hadn’t had the opportunity to ask the question. It was nearly Christmas, and although the incident never entirely left her head, there had been such a lot happening, and it didn’t seem the right time to cause any upset. Then two days before he died she saw the text on his phone. It had all slotted into place – or at least, she had thought so. She had been so furious with him that she hadn’t been able to speak to him. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he had to say.
That last day – the day he died – she had told him she had read the text message and that strange expression had come over his face. She could see it now as clearly as if it had been yesterday. The muscles in his face relaxed, and he had smiled as if what he had been going to tell her later would have resolved everything in her mind.
She wished she hadn’t told the police. She hadn’t planned to name anyone, but it just slipped out that she had originally suspected Alison.
She felt the tears trickle sideways across the bridge of her nose to drop onto the pillow. She had caused this. She was the one who had given the police the evidence to question Alison. And her mum was suffering because of it.
With so much tension in the room, last night hadn’t been the right time for Scarlett to talk about her suspicion that there was another room in the apartment next door. It now seemed so irrelevant and trivial that Scarlett couldn’t understand why she had been excited about it. She was going to forget it. It was none of her business, and she had more important things to think about.
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Tom was walking out of a conference room at the end of a boring presentation on budgets when he heard his name called.
‘DCI Douglas, do you have a minute?’
It was Philippa of course, and everybody within earshot knew that she normally called him Tom, so why she had resorted to formality he didn’t know. But he would play along.
‘Yes, Detective Superintendent Stanley,’ he said with a wide smile. ‘What can I do for you?’
He was sure he heard a slight snigger from one of his colleagues, but he didn’t take his eyes off Philippa. She was great at her job – a job that Tom wouldn’t do if they paid him ten times his current salary – but sometimes she was unnecessarily pompous.
Her eyes narrowed slightly. She had got the message and wasn’t best pleased but would let it pass. She never dwelt on anything inconsequential.
‘I wondered if there’s been any progress on the investigation into Sergeant Gray’s death?’
‘You know that the joyrider claims to have an alibi and says he abandoned the car well before the accident, I suppose? We’re still checking, but we’ve not managed to track down the people he says he was with. If he is the one who killed Bernie Gray his behaviour deviated from his previous pattern, without a doubt.’
‘So what else have you got?’
‘We’ve been re-interviewing everybody, and interestingly a couple of new things have come to light. Gray’s daughter apparently believed he was having an affair, so we’re looking into it to see if maybe some jealous husband might be involved, although as yet we’re not sure who he was having the affair with.’
‘So why didn’t the silly girl tell us this at the time?’ Philippa made no attempt to hide her exasperation.
Tom paused for a moment as if thinking.
‘Well, let me see. Maybe she was so devastated at her father’s death that it never occurred to her? Or perhaps she thought – as we all did and broadly speaking still do – that it was some kids who had stolen a car, so there was nothing to be gained by smearing his name. Or possibly she knew how much her mother would be hurt. I suspect any one of those, or even a combination of them all, could have silenced her.’
‘Oh,’ Philippa said, looking slightly sheepish for a moment. ‘Nevertheless, it might be good news.’
‘We’re hoping so, but there are a couple of bits of conflicting evidence. The daughter had it fixed in her head that Bernie was having an affair with his wife’s best friend but has recently revised that view, and the friend – Alison Morgan – says she didn’t send the incriminating text message the daughter found. Apparently she can prove it.’
‘And what was so damning about the text message?’
‘I think the words “I love you” probably did it for the daughter.’
Philippa didn’t respond, so he continued to fill her in.
‘We’ve asked the analysts to interrogate Gray’s telephone records and they should hopefully be able to work out who sent the text message, even though the sender withheld their number. Of course we won’t be able to get the content of the messages without his mobile, which I think was smashed to smithereens in the crash, so we’ll have to whittle it down from there. If he was seeing someone else, I’m confident we can find out who.’
‘He was quite a good-looking chap, actually,’ Philippa said, as if that explained the affair, although Tom couldn’t quite see the relevance.
‘There are plenty of ugly mugs who have affairs too, you know. Anyway, when did you meet Sergeant Gray?’
‘He worked here. It was when you were away. I can’t remember if you were working for the Met at the time or having an easy time of it in Cheshire. He was part of a joint task force. Operation Sphere, it was code-named. He was a detective when he came to us, but I gather that after his time here he decided to revert to uniform.’
‘And the case he was working on, did we rule out any links to his death?’
‘Oh, he asked to be returned to division at least six months before he died, and he certainly wasn’t a high-profile member of the team. Get Sergeant Sims to look at it again, but I can’t see the relevance. What about your suicide case? You should really hand that back, you know, Tom.’
‘I know. We’re fairly sure that it was a suicide, but I still want to know what led a young girl like that to jump off a roof, and I think we may be on the track of something a lot bigger than one suicide. So unless you think I’m not giving enough attention to the other crimes on my list, I’d rather stick with it, if you don’t mind. In fact, we’re due to go out and see the girl’s parents again later today.’
‘How are they doing?’ Philippa asked in an uncharacteristic show of empathy for the bereaved.
‘Badly. The father is devastated, as you might expect. He blames himself for not listening to the girl. The mother is refusing to believe that her daughter would do such a thing, given the impact it will have on the family’s reputation.’
Even Philippa raised her eyes at that one. ‘Gosh.’
Philippa had to be the only police officer in the whole of Manchester who used Gosh as an expression of intense surprise without any trace of irony.
‘Yes, gosh indeed. There’s a very complex dynamic in that family, but at some point the truth is going to hit Mrs Bale, and I genuinely don’t know how they will all deal with it when it does.’
Tom didn’t mention the photos that had been found. He wanted to be one hundred per cent sure that they were of Jennifer first, because it would inevitably result in conclusions being drawn and might muddy the waters. He wanted everybody to think clearly. But Tom was going to find the bastard who had taken them.
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It was four o’clock in the afternoon by the time Scarlett switched off the vacuum cleaner. She had spent the morning scouring Internet recipe sites for meals she felt capable of cooking for the two of them, and then she had gone shopping for the ingredients. She needed to do something right for once. It was her fault the police had spoken to Alison, and she wanted to try to make things better.
When she had walked back into the apartment, it had felt musty and there was still a vague smell of stale wine in the air, so she had thrown the small window open and nipped back out to buy some sweet-smelling freesias, which were now in a tumbler on the coffee table.
Cleaning wasn’t her forte, or her mum’s either, although a duster had been flashed around very briefly in the seconds before Alison had visited. Scarlett thought briefly of her mum’s friend. She had considered phoning her that morning and telling her how much upset she had caused, but then she had thought better of it. She knew what Alison would say – she would blame Scarlett for telling the police a pack of lies.
Only they weren’t lies. She knew what she had seen, and it was up to the police to find out the truth.
With nothing left to clean, Scarlett sat down on the sofa and leaned back, her hands behind her head. She had been keeping herself busy to stop the thoughts from crowding in on her. She kept saying to anyone who would listen that she wasn’t a child, and so maybe she should take responsibility for her actions and tell her mum what she had told the police and why.
Tears were spilling down her cheeks again, but she quickly raised a hand to wipe them away and sat forward on the sofa, her ears straining. She could hear someone. It was coming from above her, or was it from the other side of the wall? A voice, a young voice, female, she was sure.
‘Please,’ the voice said. ‘I promise. I promise.’
The voice was suddenly cut off. Scarlett thought of the sixth window and her idea that there was a secret room. Was that really possible? Was there someone in there? What if the girl was being held against her will? Was it real, or was she imagining it?
Whatever was happening, she had to tell someone. If she called Lewis, he would be able to find out if someone was there.
Scarlett grabbed her phone from the coffee table and searched for Lewis’s number. She pressed Call and waited for it to connect.
She listened as the call was connected.
It was ringing.
A second later there was another sound all around her in the room, the sound of an irritatingly chirpy ringtone. And it was coming through the ventilation duct from the other side of the wall.
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Scarlett realised her mistake almost immediately and hung up, and the ringing on the other side of the wall stopped, as she had known it would. She shouldn’t have done that.
He was there. In the room. And he would know that she had heard his phone. Why else would she have hung up so quickly?
Maybe he had seen someone going in and had gone to investigate. But the thought lasted no more than a couple of seconds. That wasn’t it at all.
She ran into the bedroom and closed the door. How could she stop Lewis from knowing what she had heard? She didn’t even know why it mattered, but if he had known all along that somebody was in that apartment it meant he had lied to her. He was hiding something, and she didn’t know what.
She shouldn’t have panicked, and somehow she needed to put it right. Lewis couldn’t have known she was in their sitting room; she could have been calling him from somewhere else. But he might guess.
She had no idea what to do, but the problem was taken out of her hands when her phone started to ring. She looked at the screen. It was him, Lewis. She could barely hold her phone in her damp hand.
‘Hello,’ he said when she failed to speak. She couldn’t read his voice and didn’t know what he was thinking. ‘Did you just call me?’
Scarlett forced herself to smile, knowing he would hear it in her voice.
‘Oh, hi,’ she said. ‘Yes, sorry. I called your number by mistake when I was trying to call my friend, but I dropped my phone before you answered and it cut off.’ She was talking too much, and she knew it.
‘Where are you?’ he asked.
‘In my bedroom, reading.’
‘Have you heard any more strange noises?’
Last time he had laughed at her, but this time there wasn’t a trace of amusement in his voice, and she knew exactly why he was asking. Scarlett swallowed and forced the smile wider.
‘No, I guess it must have come from the apartment upstairs or something. Sorry I bothered you about it.’
‘You didn’t bother me. I was going to text you later anyway, to check that you’re all right.’
Scarlett’s heart was thumping. She couldn’t help feeling a slight thrill that he had been thinking about her, but why didn’t he tell her that he was in the room next door? She knew the sound had to be coming from the other apartment. She could practically reach her hand through the wall and touch the girl on the other side. Who was she? And why had Lewis lied about where he was?
They ended the call with Lewis promising to keep in touch.
‘I don’t like the thought of a girl like you being cooped up all day,’ he said. ‘Maybe I could buy you a cup of coffee one morning.’
Scarlett had stammered a response, not knowing whether the idea of a cup of coffee with Lewis was exciting or terrifying.
As she put her phone down she suddenly remembered that she had taken a photo of the building. With everything that happened the night before, she had completely forgotten about it.
She scrolled through the images on her phone and found the final picture. Using her finger and thumb to enlarge the image, she could clearly see which was their window. The lamp was there. She scrolled the picture sideways to show the south wing. There was definitely only one apartment on that side of the building, so the sixth window in the picture had to belong to a room between that apartment and theirs, and there was no sign of a doorway through from their flat – she had checked.
Every one of the windows in the picture showed as nothing more than a black void, so there were no clues to be had there. Scarlett had gone through the layout of the empty apartment in her head over and over again. There were no more doors and, more to the point, she was sure there were only five windows.
There had to be another room.
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There was no question in Tom’s mind that he would be seeing Louisa that evening – work permitting – so he called in at the shops on his way home to buy fresh pasta, smoked salmon and a few herbs to make a simple supper, should Louisa be hungry. He didn’t want to spend the whole evening cooking, and these ingredients would take him about five minutes to prepare. He had also selected a Sauvignon Blanc from the Veneto region of Italy, which was now chilling in the fridge.
While he waited for Louisa to arrive, Tom thought about the plan of action that had been agreed with Becky and the team investigating Jennifer Bale’s death. They hadn’t given up on the images from the swimming pool CCTV, but were focusing on the hunt for the boy or man who had taken the photograph of Jennifer. Someone needed to keep Mr and Mrs Bale up to speed in the unlikely but not impossible event that the source of the photograph came to light, and as Tom and Becky were the only police officers with any relationship – if you could call it that – with the family, it seemed to make sense for them to be the ones to talk to the parents.
They had visited them that afternoon, and the conversation hadn’t gone well.
‘Mr and Mrs Bale, as you know we have of course been continuing to investigate the circumstances of your daughter’s death.’
‘And so you should.’ Mrs Bale leaned forward in her chair, her chin jutting out as if Tom was personally to blame for her daughter’s death. ‘Did you find out how she came to fall, then? Was she pushed, or did she slip on something?’
Tom repeated everything he had told the Bales several days previously. ‘There’s no indication that anyone else was present at the scene, and those findings haven’t changed, I’m afraid.’
Mrs Bale sat back heavily in her seat with a huge sigh. ‘So what are you here for if you’ve not worked out who killed her yet?’
Gregory Bale looked at his wife, his bloodshot eyes flashing with irritation.
‘Give it a rest, Linda. Listen to the man.’
Mrs Bale’s body snapped upright, and her head swivelled towards her husband as if she had misheard him. It seemed she understood the supposed rules of their life, though, and so after a few seconds of gazing at her husband, lips pursed, she folded her hands in her lap and sat back again.
‘Mr Douglas,’ Gregory Bale said, his voice now polite but uncertain, ‘if you’ve got something more to say to us, please carry on. You won’t be interrupted again. Tell us what you’ve discovered.’ He locked eyes with Tom as he spoke, and there was a message there. His eyebrows were lowered, and his gaze intense.
Tom suddenly realised what Mr Bale was trying to tell him. His wife had no idea what they had found out about her daughter’s sexual history. Her husband hadn’t told her. He had left it to Tom.
Tom quashed his irritation, realising how difficult it would have been for this man to convince his wife of the truth, and spoke gently, repeating everything he had said previously to Mr Bale. It was as if it became real to the man for the first time, and tears ran silently down his face. His wife forgot her vow of silence, but Tom could hardly blame her.
‘Do you mean she was raped?’ she asked, the horror of the thought showing in a whitening of the skin over her prominent cheekbones.
‘We don’t know for certain. Often when a girl is raped there are defence wounds, as if she tried to fight the man off. We didn’t see anything like that. And it was fairly clear that it had happened more than once because some of the bruising was old. But even if she didn’t fight him off, she may well have been coerced into having sex with him.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I’m sorry, Mrs Bale, but there are some evil, devious people out there who feel no compunction about manipulating those who are less able to defend themselves. They use a combination of flattery, promises and threats, hitting their targets in the most vulnerable spot they can find to get what they want.’
‘Why are you only telling us this now?’ Mrs Bale’s aggression was taking over again, and Tom carefully avoided looking at Jennifer’s father.
‘We wanted to try to understand a little better what might have happened to her, but now we know the direction the investigation is going to take, we needed to bring you up to speed on everything.’
As Mrs Bale prepared to launch into another attack, her husband’s hand shot out and grabbed her forearm. She gave him another fierce glance, but once again was silent.
‘Let the man speak,’ he said.
Tom explained what they had discovered on Jennifer’s computer, and how they feared it might have been used against her. Both her parents stared at him, as if he were speaking an unknown foreign language.
‘You think she did some of this willingly, then?’ Mr Bale asked, for once beating his stunned wife to the question.
Tom leaned forward, clasping his hands between his knees. ‘We really don’t know. But as I said, on past experience of these kinds of things I would suspect Jennifer was initially flattered by this boy, man – we think a young man is more likely – and thought he considered her to be special. He will have toyed with her so that she wanted him more than he wanted her, blown hot and cold. By then she would probably have done anything not to lose him. Once he had persuaded her to let him take photos of her – saying that he wanted to be able to look at her when he couldn’t be with her, of course – she was out of her depth. Next would come the threats to expose her, to put her photos out on social media.’
‘And Archie?’ Mr Bale asked. ‘Archie said she asked him to go with her. Why would she do that?’
‘I suspect Jennifer wanted Archie to go with her because then the man couldn’t do anything – couldn’t take any photos. She would have told him that she had to look after her little brother.’
Mrs Bale was still staring at Tom. Two deep furrows had settled between her eyes and her lips were slightly parted. When she spoke, her voice was soft, unlike any he had heard from her before. It was the voice of realisation, of acceptance.
‘Jennifer killed herself, didn’t she? She really did. She did it to save us the shame.’
She sat back and closed her eyes and Mr Bale went to kneel in front of her, pulling her forward into his arms.
Tom and Becky had risen silently from their seats and left the Bales to their renewed grief.
*
Tom’s recollections of the conversation with the Bales and of the horror in their eyes were interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.
Louisa.
He pushed all thoughts of the case to the back of his mind as he walked towards the front door, knowing that if he allowed himself to dwell on the traumatic end to a young girl’s life it would spoil the evening for both of them. It was hard to block out his job, but over the years he had learned that he worked much better if he gave his mind a rest for a while. And he was impossible to be with if he didn’t shut out the horror.
As soon as Louisa was over the threshold, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him on the mouth. After a few moments she pulled back and smiled at him. ‘I thought that was better than Hello,’ she said.
‘Much better,’ Tom agreed, pulling her back towards him.
When they had said hello very thoroughly, Tom led Louisa into the kitchen.
‘Food? Drink?’
‘Ah, here’s the bad news. I’m in theatre tomorrow morning at six, so one glass of wine only, please. But food of any description would be fantastic.’
Tom set about making his simple dinner as they talked about their day, although he kept the details of his case to himself and he suspected Louisa did the same.
The conversation flowed as they ate, each of them eager to know about the other. She talked about her sister in America and her parents, who had retired to the south coast. Tom listened, smiling at anecdotes of her happy but slightly bohemian upbringing. It appeared both of her parents had been actors but had never managed to hit the big time.
‘Do you have any siblings?’ Louisa asked.
‘A brother, Jack.’
‘Tell me about him.’
And so Tom told her about how Jack had locked himself in his bedroom as a teenager, listening to heavy rock music, tying his long wild black hair back with any old bit of wire left over from building his computer, and how he had started and grown his own business in Internet security. Tom left out some of the less salubrious details of Jack’s early life.
‘Your brother sounds like a cool guy.’
‘He was.’
‘Was?’ Louisa asked as she ate her last mouthful of pasta.
Tom should have thought about this before. He gave Louisa the only answer he could: ‘Jack’s no longer with us.’
Louisa put her fork down with a slight clatter and looked at Tom, an expression of horror on her face.
‘I’m so sorry, Tom. I wouldn’t have asked if I’d had any idea.’
‘You couldn’t have known,’ he answered.
‘Can I ask what happened, or would you rather not talk about it?’
‘It’s well documented on the Internet – Jack was quite well known because of his business. There was an accident in a speedboat. Nobody really knows the details.’
Louisa said no more, but reached over and squeezed his hand, then gathered up the plates. Tom started to rise from his seat.
‘No, you sit there,’ Louisa said. ‘You cooked, I clear up.’
Tom didn’t argue because he knew he would lose. He liked to see her busying herself in his kitchen, and it gave him a minute to think about Jack.
He realised that he was lost in his own thoughts when he felt Louisa’s arms go around his shoulders from behind. He hadn’t even noticed her approaching. She said nothing and held him close for a moment as if she could feel his pain.
‘Why don’t you tell me about the lovely girl I can see in pictures all over your house?’ she asked.
Tom relaxed and felt a smile lighten his face. ‘That’s Lucy. She’s my daughter.’
Now he was on safer ground.
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The atmosphere between Scarlett and her mum had been tense the evening before, although both of them had made an effort to be normal.
Scarlett had been thinking of saying something about the sounds she had heard through the wall and the mystery of the sixth window, even about Lewis. But she was certain her mum wouldn’t approve of her going out for a coffee with him, even if it was to a busy café in the centre of Manchester. Not that she had decided to go. There was something scary about him.
In truth, Scarlett was bored. Her schoolwork would have to be done, but she didn’t want to spend all day and every day on it. What she wanted to do more than anything was get into the apartment next door to confirm her suspicions, but she didn’t know how. Lewis said he had asked Martin for the key, but she was certain that the same request from her would be met with a refusal, so she decided to tell the caretaker she had lost her sunglasses and wondered if she had put them down in there when Lewis showed her round. She doubted he would want to be bothered going with her. At least she hoped not.
She thought it might be better to wait until after ten o’clock. She had no idea what Lewis did for a job, but it had been late afternoon when they had met in the corridor so she hoped he worked mornings and wouldn’t catch her snooping around.
She forced herself to wait, watching the minutes tick by on her mobile. At ten o’clock precisely she bent down to tie her trainers, unable to drive out the thought that she may have to make a run for it to escape from Martin again.
Scarlett made her way along the dreary corridor, took the lift to the lobby and went down the metal stairs of their wing and up the opposite staircase. She could feel her heart thumping, and muttered under her breath, ‘Don’t be such a baby, Scarlett. He can’t eat you.’ She let herself into the south wing and hurried to Martin’s office before she lost her nerve.
The door was open, and she could see Martin sitting at a small desk. He was asleep, his head back against the wall, his mouth open, a thin line of dribble oozing from one corner. Scarlett shuddered. She couldn’t wake him up; she was certain he would be furious with her.
She looked around the small office, which was messier than when she was last in here the day after Cliff was mugged. There were empty crisp packets scrunched up on the desk, the remnants of their contents spilling out onto the surface. A can of Coke lay on its side, a small pool of its contents staining the wood, and a pile of unopened mail had been shoved into the corner.
Scarlett’s eyes were drawn to two panels on the wall, one labelled NORTH and the other SOUTH, with keys hanging from them. She peered closely at the numbers for the south wing.
She closed her eyes and tried to visualise the brass plate on the door to the apartment she so desperately wanted to get into. It wouldn’t come to her. It had to be the highest number on the second floor, though, because it was the furthest apartment from the entrance. That would make it 210S.
She leaned forward slowly, her eyes never leaving Martin’s face, alert to any movement. She gently took the key from the board and backed, step by silent step, out of the room. How she was going to get the key back if Martin had woken up when she returned, she didn’t know. But she would find a way.
Tiptoeing along the corridor far further than was absolutely necessary, Scarlett reached the stairs and ran quickly and quietly up to the second floor. She was about to poke her head around the corner to check if the corridor was clear when she realised that this would make her look even more suspicious to anyone who might be watching.
Despite her fears, she met nobody. Turning the final corner to where there were just three doors – the fire escape, Lewis’s apartment and the door to apartment 210S – all was quiet. She relaxed her shoulders, only now realising how tense she had been. Slipping the key into the lock, she checked there was nobody behind her and with the tips of her fingers pushed the door to the apartment open.
‘Hello?’ she whispered. ‘Hello?’ she said, a little louder.
Just as before the apartment felt empty, the air stale – unused. There was nobody there, she was sure, and she turned to silently close the door behind her. Walking as if on eggshells she first checked the bedroom, then the bathroom, noting the single window in each as she went. The rooms were just as empty as they had been the last time she was here.
Finally she tiptoed to the door to the sitting room. It was closed, but she was sure that they had left it ajar. She swallowed. Maybe she should just go. What if there was someone there? She took a steadying breath and pressed down on the handle. She heard a click. Pushing the door open slowly, she waited to hear a shout of anger from inside.
There wasn’t a sound.
Without stepping into the room, she poked her head around the doorjamb, half expecting to see a young girl sitting cross-legged on the floor. There was nobody.
She inched one step at a time into the room, and looked to the left into the kitchen and dining area.
Nothing. Nobody.
She relaxed. She was safe.
Scarlett checked the windows. There were three in this room, just as she had remembered. One in the bathroom and one in the bedroom. She had been right. There were only five windows in this apartment, but from the outside there were six.
She pulled up the picture on her phone again. The bathroom window had different glass, but between that and their own apartment there were definitely four windows, not the three that she was looking at.
There had to be another room beyond the one she was standing in. She looked at the wall. All that was there was an empty bookcase, built into a slight alcove in the wall.
Conscious of the squeak of her trainers on the bare wooden floor and the echoing emptiness around her, she walked across the room towards the bookcase, realising how vulnerable she was if anyone were to find her in here.
What would Martin do if he caught her? Nobody knew where she was. She glanced quickly over her shoulder again, but she had closed the door. Martin couldn’t get in – she had his key. She let out a breath that she hadn’t known she was holding.
She reached out to the bookcase, thinking of the stories she had read as a child and how secret doors were activated. She felt around the edges, just beyond the white-painted wooden frame. The fingers of her left hand found what felt like a catch, and she tried to see what it was, but even with her head flattened against the wall, it was impossible to check how the mechanism might work. She tried pulling the shelves towards her but they wouldn’t move. She tried again, this time using the fingers of her left hand to ease the catch up while pulling on the shelf at the same time. A click that seemed to reverberate, loud as a gunshot, around the room told her all she needed to know. She had found the room.
She pulled gently on the bookcase, not sure if the whole thing was going to come crashing to the ground. It moved noiselessly towards her. It was a door.
She eased it forward carefully, suddenly scared of what – or who – she might find on the other side, and took a step back to allow it to open completely.
She could see nothing. Some heavy fabric was blocking the way. Scarlett hesitantly extended her right hand and felt the soft material of a curtain move under her fingers.
Thinking that any minute she would hear a shout from whoever was living on this side of the wall, she called out softly, ‘Hello? Is there anyone there?’
There was no reply. The room beyond felt dead, but there was a faint smell, a smell that Scarlett recognised, but she couldn’t remember where from.
‘I’m not going to harm you. I’m here to help.’
No response broke the silence. Perhaps there was nobody in there now, but how could they come and go without ever being seen?
Scarlett pushed more firmly against the curtain, lifting the heavy fabric a few inches off the ground. But it still wasn’t allowing her through. She groped her way across the material until she could feel an edge and slowly, gently, pulled the curtain from left to right. Light from the missing sixth window began to creep around the side. She listened intently for any sign of life, but there was nothing.
Inch by inch the room was revealed, and Scarlett gasped at the sight before her.
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‘Natalie, it’s Ed. I need to talk to you.’ Natalie hadn’t needed to be told who it was as she answered her desk phone. She had known who was speaking from the first syllable, and she felt a familiar quiver of pleasure at the deep intonations of his voice. But instead of this making her warm to him, it had the opposite effect, anger at herself and her traitorous heart forcing her to be abrupt.
‘I suppose you’ve phoned me here because you knew I wouldn’t answer if you called my mobile.’
There was a pause as if Ed was trying to assess how to treat her caustic remark.
‘You’re right, of course. I’d like to say there was no attempt to fool you, but I’d be lying. And I don’t lie to you, Natalie, whatever you might think.’
She hadn’t really known what to think for the past week or more, but right now she couldn’t let the last vestiges of their brief but intense passion for each other cloud her judgement.
Bernie had always said that people never failed to amaze him with the depths they could sink to, and he was staggered that those around them often claimed to know nothing about their crimes. She remembered when he had worked on the local sex trafficking scandal just after he became a detective and had discovered that some of the men involved were married with children.
‘Their wives said they had no idea.’ The wonder in his voice that this had been even remotely possible was as clear to Natalie as if it had been yesterday. What did anyone really know about those closest to them? She had been wrong about Ed and she had to face it.
‘What do you need to talk to me about? No doubt you want to know if I’m going to report you.’ Natalie felt hot tears at the back of her eyes. She hated talking to him like this, but she couldn’t let him get close to her, crawl under her skin. She pinched the bridge of her nose where it prickled, and forced any trace of emotion from her voice. ‘Is that why you’re calling?’
She couldn’t miss Ed’s sigh of frustration. ‘No, I wanted to tell you how much I miss you – both of you.’
‘Hah. Well I didn’t for a minute think it would just be me.’ She closed her eyes, horrified at how she was behaving, but with so much emotion bottled up inside, she had to let it out.
‘Stop this, Nat. Look, there’s something I’ve been trying to avoid telling you, something I know is going to hurt you. It’s the reason I’ve kept secrets from you, but I’ve never lied. Since you left, though, and more than anything given the reason why you left, I don’t think I’ve got much choice.’
‘Stop talking in bloody riddles, Ed. Tell me what you need to say. But I’m giving you warning now that if you’re about to admit to anything to do with teenage girls, nothing – absolutely nothing – that you say by way of an excuse is going to influence me.’
‘Oh for fuck’s sake, Natalie!’ Ed rarely used expletives when he was talking to her, and she knew he had to be seriously stressed.
‘Go on, then. Say what you’ve got to say. But remember that I’m at work, so keep it brief.’
‘I’m not going to talk to you on the phone. What I have to say has to be face-to-face. I need you to meet me somewhere – just you. No Scarlett.’
Ed waited, giving her time to think. If she had any evidence at all that he had touched Scarlett she wouldn’t hesitate to report him, but Scarlett was adamant that nothing had happened, and despite Natalie’s suspicions that Ed had been grooming her daughter, she had held off voicing those to anyone else until she had something more concrete to go on. That had to be because deep down she didn’t want to believe it. Was she burying her head in the sand? She had to find out once and for all who this man really was, and perhaps this was her opportunity.
‘When?’ she asked, unable to soften her voice and forcing herself to keep all her barriers in place.
‘Can you do Friday night? I’m on lates until then.’
‘What time? Where?’
‘I’ll come into town, but it will have to be at about nine o’clock, if that’s okay. There’s a meeting I’ve got to go to after my shift, but I do need to talk to you and it won’t wait any longer.’
Ed gave Natalie the name of a bar in central Manchester that wasn’t too far from where they lived.
‘I’ll be there.’
‘Thanks, love.’ Ed’s voice softened, and she wasn’t sure whether he thought he had won a minor victory.
‘Don’t thank me, Ed. I don’t trust you. Not one inch. I’m coming because I want to know what cock-and-bull story you are going to invent to try to save your skin. But it had better be good because I’m more furious, more disgusted, than you can possibly imagine.’
Natalie hung up, wanting to be proud of keeping her distance from Ed, but feeling strangely ashamed of herself.
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The room that Scarlett saw in front of her was nothing like she had imagined. It appeared to be a little wider than their living room, with a single window – the missing window – at the far end. A large double bed jutted into the room, and a sofa against the opposite wall faced the bed.
But it wasn’t the furnishings that caused Scarlett’s eyes to widen; it was the decoration. The walls were covered with murals. Behind the bed were scenes that looked to her untutored eye to be from Roman times, but on the opposite wall were views through trompe l’oeil windows to landscapes of beach and mountain. The vibrant colours leaped from the plaster, and Scarlett turned round and round on the spot, taking in the views, her lips parted in amazement. She walked further into the room and looked up to a ceiling painted with clouds – some white and fluffy, others black and threatening.
What was this place?
She hesitantly approached the opulently covered bed, reaching out to stroke the dark blue sheets with the backs of her fingers. They were so soft, so fine and light. Surely they were silk? An even darker blue throw was spread haphazardly over the bed, as if tossed on, not folded and neatly smoothed over the bottom third of the bed like hers at home. Somehow the careless wrinkles in the velvety fabric made it seem elegant, decadent.
Who had been laughing in this beautiful room? And then pleading. Why?
Scarlett pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans. She had to take a photo of this to show her mum. She would never believe it.
She backed towards the curtain, one slow step at a time, trying to get as much of the room in shot as possible. The vague whiff of a scent she had thought she recognised earlier seemed stronger as she took a final step backwards. She almost had the whole of the bed and two of the walls in shot.
Though the thin fabric of her T-shirt she felt a warmth on her back and leaned further into it to widen her shot.
She met solid resistance, her shoulders coming to rest on the source of the heat.
Scarlett gasped as she recognised the obstruction for what it was – another human body.
Before she had a chance to scream, two arms circled her from behind, one covering her mouth, one pinning her body to his.
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Tom looked up from the screen of his laptop at the sound of a sharp rap on his open door and knew, before his eyes caught sight of the gleaming white shirt, that this had to be Keith.
‘Excuse me, sir, but DI Robinson thought it might be useful if we had a quick chat about Sergeant Gray. Would now present an convenient moment?’
‘It certainly would, Keith. Come in and take a seat. Is Becky joining us?’
Keith looked slightly flustered. ‘She is, sir, but she’s making you a drink.’
‘Good. I hope she’s making one for you too.’
Keith’s eyes opened wide at this idea, and Tom wondered what he had to do to make this guy relax. Were he and Becky so intimidating that Sergeant Sims felt he had to be permanently on his mettle? But he was efficient in his own way, and that was all that counted.
Tom realised that Keith was still standing, waiting to be asked to sit down, so he indicated a chair with his hand, and Keith pushed the door to and took a seat, his files arranged neatly on his tightly clamped knees.
Before they had the chance to start, Becky nudged the door open again with her hip and came in bearing two mugs in one hand and one in the other. Her bag looked perilously close to slipping off her shoulder and upsetting the delicate balancing act.
‘I know you said you didn’t want one, Keith, but I made it just in case.’ She plonked the mugs down on the desk and took the other chair, pulling a notebook and pen from her bag. ‘We only need about five minutes of your time, boss, but I think you’re going to find this quite interesting.’
Tom picked up his mug of coffee with both hands and leaned back in his chair. ‘Okay. I’m listening.’
Becky looked at Keith and nodded. ‘Over to you, Keith.’
Keith opened a file of neatly aligned papers. ‘I did as you asked, sir, and looked at the case that Sergeant Gray was working on when he was here at force HQ. As Superintendent Stanley correctly said, he was part of a joint operation, and he was especially relevant to the team because he’d been a detective on a sex trafficking case in which a group of men were grooming vulnerable young women. It was quite a scandal at the time. It was felt that the knowledge and experience gained had to be shared throughout the Greater Manchester force. That was Sergeant Gray’s role.’
‘He would have been fairly low down the command chain, though,’ Tom said, ‘so it’s hard to see how this would have had anything to do with his death. What’s the timeline?’
‘He left Operation Sphere six months before he was killed, so it does seem unlikely that it was related. But that’s not entirely the point.’
Tom was slightly baffled and felt that Keith was going around the houses to get to something. But he had the other man’s measure by now and knew that the only option was to let him tell it in his own way.
‘The point is potentially rather more related to Jennifer Bale.’
Now Tom was interested, and he could feel Becky watching, waiting for his response. He glanced at her. Her eyes were bright with that glow of excitement they always got when she thought she might be on to something. Even Keith had paused for effect.
‘One of the cases the first team handled as part of Operation Sphere was that of a young girl, Amber Blackwood, fifteen years old. She had called Crimestoppers initially, because she wanted to remain anonymous. She reported that she’d been targeted by a man. According to the report, he told her he was a photographer and thought she would be a perfect model for a client.’
Becky butted in. ‘We know it’s an old story, boss, but each new generation of young girls presents the next pool of prospects, and not all of them are armed with the ability to recognise they’re being had. Particularly those significantly less well developed than their friends, who possibly feel that boys their own age don’t find them attractive.’
‘You mean like Jennifer Bale,’ Tom said. It was a statement, not a question.
‘Precisely. Anyway, Keith will fill you in on this girl.’ Becky turned to Keith and gave the sergeant a nod to continue.
‘After she’d spoken to Crimestoppers, Amber agreed to give a full statement, but she didn’t want her parents to know. She said the man had seemed absolutely genuine, and he’d suggested they meet in the middle of the day or after school in a public place such as a coffee shop or café, where they could talk and he could show her some of the photos he’d taken for magazines.’
‘So she didn’t tell her parents.’ Tom knew what was coming.
‘No, sir. She said she knew her parents would forbid it. They were very strict.’
‘Religious?’ Tom was beginning to think he could see a connection, but a moment later his hopes were dashed.
‘No, apparently not at all. But the dad was a bit of a bully, and the whole family – wife included – were scared stiff of him. Amber said she and the man had a couple of meetings in public places, but then he said she had to go to his studio with him, where he could take some proper photos. To start with, it seemed fine. She was asked to change into an outfit that seemed decent enough, and the man left the room. Gradually, though, he asked her for slightly different photos, and he was flattering her, buying her presents, saying how attractive he found her.’
‘Okay, I think we’ve got the idea. The photos got more and more revealing and no doubt she was persuaded to have sex with him, etcetera, etcetera.’
‘Yes and no,’ Keith said. ‘Amber didn’t want it to go that far. She was going to say no to him – to stop going to the studio. Then she got an email. It seems he had some other shots – shots of her getting changed. He had insisted that models never wear underwear because the lines show through the clothes, but he had always gone out of the room while she got changed. When she refused to have sex with him he sent her a photo. A photo of herself naked. She had no idea how he’d taken the picture, but unless she did what he asked, it was going to be posted on social media.’
‘I think technology is going to be the death of me,’ Tom said. ‘Hidden cameras, remotely operated, social media destroying the dignity and reputation of anyone and everyone, kids especially. After this girl had been coerced into having sex with him, no doubt he would have invited friends round or sold her on.’ He felt the rapidly cooling coffee turn stale in his mouth.
‘The investigating team reported that the main focus did seem to be the photos, at least initially, rather than grooming Amber for prostitution. It’s true the man was demanding to have sex with her, but he told her he wanted more pictures like the one he’d sent her – this time posed. All naked, of course. He said he could make her a real star. He told her that sex would help her lose her inhibitions. We don’t know if he would have taken it further because she stopped it in time.’
Becky’s nose wrinkled, and Tom knew she would much prefer to deal with a gangland murder than cope with this type of crime.
‘Did they catch the bastard?’
Keith shook his head. ‘Sadly not. Somehow the man seems to have got wind of what was happening. Nobody knows how, but there must have been a leak. It took some time to identify the location of the studio. Apparently Amber was told it was essential that it remained a secret so that the photographer, a guy who called himself Jed, wasn’t inundated with girls knocking on his door. So each time she was due for a session she was picked up by another man – a short fat man, she said – and had to lie down on the back seat of a car so she couldn’t see where she was going. She was taken into the building via a back entrance. When they finally found the fake studio he was using – an apartment in an old converted hotel right in the centre of town – the place was empty.’
‘Bugger,’ Tom said. ‘So that was that?’
‘I’m afraid so. But as they never caught him, and according to DI Robinson there are some similarities with Jennifer Bale’s case, we thought you should know.’
‘We don’t have much of a description of the man seen watching Jennifer on the school playing field,’ Becky added, ‘but from what we do have, there seems to be a similarity in body type. We have a much more comprehensive description from Amber, of course. There’s a chance it’s the same guy, and he’s started up again in a different location.’
‘Did we ever get to see the photograph he sent to Amber Blackwood?’
Keith looked as if he couldn’t understand the relevance of this request.
Tom swallowed his irritation. ‘I wondered about the background, Keith. There were some very specific items of interest in the background of Jennifer’s photo – wall paintings, to be precise – and I wondered whether there was anything similar in the other case.’
Keith looked sheepish. ‘I see. Unfortunately the photograph was deleted from the private message that he sent her. It was never on her computer, and because there wasn’t a court case it was difficult to get access to the social media company’s servers. You know how it is.’
‘I do indeed,’ Tom said. He sat forward and rested his forearms on his desk. ‘It’s certainly very interesting, Keith, and thanks for bringing this to our attention. Where did Amber Blackwood meet this toerag?’
‘She was on a school trip to an art gallery. The man approached her there in full view of her friends and teachers. That was one reason she believed him to be genuine.’
A smart operator, Tom thought. He wondered how many other girls were under this man’s spell.
‘What about her school? I suppose it would be asking too much for her to have gone to the same school as Jennifer?’
‘Yes, sorry about that. She went to a school in north Manchester, definitely not the same school as Jennifer Bale. I think it was in Failsworth, but I’ll check that out for you.’
‘Add it to the file, but if this is the way he operates and it’s the same guy, it could explain what happened to Jennifer. Flatters her at the swimming pool, takes legitimate photos of her, but when she doesn’t do what he wants he threatens her with the pictures from his hidden cameras. After that, I guess it’s plain sailing for him.’
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Scarlett was rigid with terror as the arms circled her body, holding her tight. The hand dropped from her mouth and plucked the phone from her fingers.
‘No photos.’ The voice was gruff, the anger barely contained. But she knew who it was. Lewis.
He had known about this room all the time, and now she was in there with him, and nobody had a clue where she was, not even sweaty Martin. He could tie her up, keep her there forever, starve her to death. Anything.
She had to get out.
She could scream, but who would hear her? Their apartment was empty, and the only near neighbour was Lewis himself. She tried to fight free of him, and suddenly Lewis dropped his arms and took a step back.
‘Turn round and look at me, Scarlett,’ he said. His voice had lost none of its edge, and she could feel sweat running down her back, cold now that the warmth of his body had been removed. She wished she hadn’t been so bored that she had thought it would be exciting to investigate a secret room. She should have realised that if it was hidden it was dangerous.
She turned to face him, her eyes not quite meeting his.
‘What are you doing here?’ His voice felt like a razor blade slicing into her.
Scarlett cleared her throat and looked down. ‘I heard someone in here yesterday. I was worried. They didn’t sound very happy, so I thought I might be able to help.’
‘How did you get in?’ Lewis’s eyes, when Scarlett dared to glance at them, were black and furious. She looked down again.
‘I took the key. Martin was asleep.’ Her voice was little more than a whisper.
‘So nobody knows you’re here. Is that right?’ His tone had changed. He seemed to be amused, knowing that nobody was coming to her rescue.
A burst of adrenaline punched through Scarlett’s fear. ‘No, that’s not right. I told my dad I was going to check it out. And he’s a policeman.’
‘Oh, right. And PC Daddy gave you his blessing to break into someone else’s property, did he?’
Scarlett felt her cheeks go hot. ‘He knew something had to be done.’
Lewis laughed. ‘There’s only one problem with that, little girl. You told me that there was just you and your mum in the apartment next door. So where’s Daddy, then?’
Scarlett thought quickly. ‘They’re divorced. But I still see my dad all the time. In fact he’s coming round at lunchtime, so I’d better be going.’
She tried to step past Lewis, but he held out one arm and she didn’t dare touch him.
‘Don’t you want to know what this place is, Scarlett? Come on, a young investigator like you must be interested.’
She said nothing. All she wanted was to get out of this room, and get out alive.
‘It’s a photographic studio,’ he said. ‘I take photos for magazines – pictures of girls like you, looking beautiful.’
‘So whose is this apartment?’
‘Mine, but my models don’t know I live across the corridor. I don’t want girls knocking on my door day and night, begging to pose for me. I want to pick and choose.’
Lewis lifted a hand and with surprisingly gentle fingers tucked a strand of her long wavy red hair behind her ear. Scarlett froze. What was he going to do to her?
‘Don’t look so terrified. I’m trying to decide if you’re beautiful enough to be one of my models, and – do you know – I think you might be.’ He smiled at her, but he still had the eyes of a devil, black and hard.
‘I don’t want to be your model. Can I please have my phone back? I want to go home.’ Her voice broke as she spoke.
‘Sadly, Scarlett, want doesn’t always get. Have your mum and PC Daddy never told you that?’
Scarlett felt sick. He wasn’t going to let her go.
‘The thing is, little girl, you have actually entered these premises illegally. I think you’ll find it’s called trespassing.’
‘But I didn’t break in. I let myself in with a key.’
‘You did indeed.’ He smirked at her in an unnerving way and thrust his head forward so she could feel his warm breath on her cheek. ‘But you stole the key. You’re going to be in serious shit, you know, if I report this. You’re fifteen, you said? You don’t look it, but that’s okay. I was teasing when I said I thought you were seventeen, but the fact is that at fifteen you’re old enough to have a criminal record, and think what that’s going to mean? How easy do you think it will be to get a job when you leave school or university? Goodness me, you have made such a mistake.’
She felt her eyes sting. She didn’t want to cry in front of this man, but she couldn’t get into trouble with the police. Her mum had so much to worry about right now, and so much of that seemed to be Scarlett’s fault.
The first tear escaped and slid down her cheek. She didn’t have a tissue with her, and she rubbed her running nose on the back of her hand. She could see a silvery box with tissues on a small side table, but she couldn’t reach it without touching him.
‘I don’t want people to know about this room. And at the moment you’re the only one who does.’
‘What about your models?’ Scarlett spoke through her sniffs. ‘It’s not just me. They know too.’
‘They won’t talk, and they don’t know where it is, but I’m not going to explain myself to you. More to the point, what am I going to do with you?’
‘Please,’ she said, looking down at her feet. ‘Let me go. I won’t tell anyone.’
‘Yes, but you see, little girl, I don’t know if I believe you.’
He reached out to touch her hair again, and she tensed, trying not to shudder.
‘There’s one thing you could do that might make me trust you.’
Scarlett felt a moment of hope.
‘You could model for me,’ he said.
‘I don’t want to,’ she said again, her voice breaking.
‘And I don’t want to report you to the police, so we’re rather stuck, aren’t we, because that’s the only other option, I’m afraid.’
Scarlett was sobbing now, and Lewis appeared to relent, grabbing a couple of tissues from the box and passing them to her.
‘Thank you,’ she said as she blew her nose.
‘That’s okay. I don’t want to spoil the photos, that’s all. Because, Scarlett, if you want to get out of here, you are going to model for me.’
She was going to have to do it. He might never let her go, and even if he did, she might end up in trouble with the police.
‘What do I have to do?’ she whispered.
‘Oh, don’t look so scared. Some girls would kill for this opportunity.’
He grasped her arm and steered her over to a wardrobe. Inside was an assortment of clothes, and he selected a pretty playsuit in fine white linen.
‘Put this on,’ he said, thrusting it into Scarlett’s hands.
She looked at him in horror.
‘Oh, for God’s sake, I’m not going to watch you get undressed. I’ll wait outside and won’t come back until you say you’re ready.’
‘Promise?’ she said in little more than a whisper.
Lewis laughed. ‘Promise. Would you like me to cross my heart and hope to die as well?’
He thought she was a fool; she knew that. But if it got her out of here alive with no criminal record, it couldn’t be that bad, could it?
Lewis turned towards the door, her phone still in his hand. She knew she couldn’t ask for it back. As he reached the curtain covering the door he called nonchalantly over his shoulder, ‘Oh, Scarlett, as this is a model shoot you need to remove your underwear – knickers and bra. We don’t want any lines showing through the fabric. Don’t worry, the outfit will preserve your modesty. Shout when you’re ready.’
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Natalie hadn’t been able to concentrate after her conversation with Ed. What could he possibly have to tell her? And why had he been hiding it from her until now?
It was no good trying to work, so by lunchtime she decided to pack it in for the day and take some work home. She spoke to her boss and said she had a migraine, although she wasn’t sure he believed her, as in all the years she had worked there she had never complained of such a thing before. Given that most people seemed to call a bad headache a migraine these days, she hoped he would let it pass.
She missed her old boss, a woman called Mary in her late fifties, who had peered over her glasses and correctly judged Natalie’s ability to concentrate or otherwise in the months after Bernie’s death. It had been a bad day when Mary decided to take early retirement and leave Natalie to the tender mercies of Bruce, the plonker who had mysteriously been promoted to rule his little kingdom of four staff as if he was running a major corporation single-handed.
When Natalie reached their building she walked up the steel staircase as if her legs were about to give way beneath her. She needed to work on the relationship with her daughter, and this afternoon would give them an opportunity to spend some time together. So much had happened, and it had created a barrier between them – a wall of emotion that sprang up any time they started to get close again.
When Bernie had died, Natalie had believed her daughter’s need for comfort and support was greater than her own and had tried her best to save her own anguish for times when she was alone or with Alison. To lose a husband was a terrible thing, but sometimes widows moved on and found someone else to love, as Natalie had believed she had. This didn’t diminish the love of a wife for their dead husband, but to lose a parent – particularly when so young – was a terrible thing. The unconditional love of a father was impossible to replace, and Natalie had tried to compensate in the only way she knew – by enveloping her daughter in maternal love.
Somewhere along the line she must have got it wrong, and she felt a stab of longing for her husband. She had never needed Bernie as much as she needed him right now.
She pushed her key into the lock and forced a smile onto her face.
‘Hi, sweetheart,’ she called as she opened the door.
There was no answer. The room was empty.
*
Natalie had given up trying to get Scarlett on her mobile. She wasn’t too worried, though. Scarlett hadn’t been expecting her home and she could be anywhere. Maybe she had gone to the library, although her initial enthusiasm for her history project seemed to have waned a little.
Opening her laptop, Natalie tried to do some work, but her mind kept drifting. She forced the conflict with Ed from her head so she had space to think about Bernie.
There were days when she couldn’t even bring her husband’s face to mind – his full bottom lip, intense blue eyes and the stubble that she loved him to grow on the days he wasn’t working. Sometimes, like now, she could only see fragments of him, as if looking at him through a broken mirror. But she wanted all of him. What would he think of everything that had happened with Ed? Would he tell Natalie to trust his friend?
She stood up and walked into the bedroom. She needed to see Bernie’s face, inhale his scent, feel his short, soft hair beneath her fingers. She conjured him up, piece by piece, sense by sense, but most of all she needed his smile. And she knew just where to look.
When they had been packing to leave Ed’s, Natalie had gone into ‘her’ room and dug out one of the boxes. She knew that somewhere in there was their photo album. It wasn’t something they looked at often, but over the years she had made sure to keep a few precious pictures to show Scarlett, and maybe in the future her grandchildren. There were photos of both her and Bernie as children, but from the time she was seventeen and Bernie nineteen every photo seemed to be of the two of them together.
Scarlett had asked why she still had some photos printed – nobody did that any more – but Natalie had been adamant. Computers died and were replaced, phones even more regularly. She didn’t want to lose her memories.
Natalie reached up to the top shelf of the wardrobe where she had put the album when she unpacked, hoping that one evening she and Scarlett could spend a few hours remembering Bernie. It had somehow never seemed appropriate when Ed was around.
She settled herself on the bed, propped up against the pillows, and began to turn over the pages, feeling grateful for so many happy times. She flicked through quickly to the end, to see Bernie as he had been the summer before he died. She stared at the picture. Something was wrong. She flicked back to two years earlier. Bernie had hardly changed at all in that time, except in one respect. Two years earlier his face had been alight with joy as he hugged Natalie to him, a young Scarlett being the photographer that day. In an almost identical photo two years later Bernie’s arm looked stiff, his smile not reaching his eyes. What had happened to him to take the shine away?
In a plastic pocket at the back of the album were photos from their last Christmas together, and Natalie wanted to see if the same expression still haunted her husband’s face. The images had been emailed to a printing company after the festivities were over and had come back a few days before Bernie died. He had stuffed them into the pocket ready for Natalie to add to the album. She never had.
She pulled them out and laid them on the bed, staring at his face. Bernie was smiling in all of them, but she couldn’t read his expression. Whatever he was thinking, though, his body seemed tense.
The receipt from the printers was in the plastic pocket, and Natalie was about to screw it up when she noticed some writing on the back and smiled to herself. This would be one of Bernie’s notes – something he wanted to remember but would have forgotten where he had written it down.
She turned it over and read the words. She turned it back, making sure it really was the receipt for the photos. The date was there – only a few days before Bernie died. She turned it back over and read it again.
An address was printed in Bernie’s handwriting. It was the address of their apartment block. Underneath he had written two numbers – 210S and 216N. Natalie had no idea about the first number, but the second was the number of the apartment they were living in right now. And Bernie had written it down eighteen months ago.
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As Scarlett pulled her jeans back on, she went over everything that had happened in the last hour.
Lewis had been different when he was taking her photographs. He hadn’t mocked her. Neither had he seemed cold and indifferent, as he had before. He had been kind and had made her feel beautiful.
To begin with she had been tense, but he hadn’t been cross with her. He smiled and told her she was scowling, but said it was normal.
‘Sometimes it can take half an hour before I get a picture that I can use,’ he said. ‘So relax and have fun. You look lovely – really.’
To get her to unwind he told her to lie on the bed, propping herself up on one elbow and resting her chin on her raised hand, and as she had become more comfortable he had suggested that she roll from side to side, and he would catch the best shots as she relaxed. He told her to let her hair settle wherever it wanted to on the dark blue cover, and he had taken photos from above, looking down on her lying with her hair spread around her and her arms outstretched. He told her all the time how beautiful she was and what stunning shots he was getting.
‘I’ll be able to sell these, and you can make some money,’ he told her, and for a moment Scarlett had felt a tingle of pride.
She had changed clothes three times, and on each occasion Lewis had left the room, telling her she could lock the door behind him if she felt more comfortable.
She shivered with the thrill of it. She had always thought she was plain, too thin, no figure to speak of. Her mother had told her time and time again that all young girls thought like that. They all believed themselves to be too thin, too fat, hair too curly, hair too straight. It was normal to feel insecure as she changed from being a child to being a woman. But no matter how many times she had heard this, Scarlett still hadn’t believed a word of it.
‘I’m dressed, Lewis. You can come in now,’ she called, feeling slightly more confident with this man now, although the threat of being locked in this room forever had never entirely left her.
He walked in, pushing the curtain aside, a smile lighting his dark eyes. He was carrying an iPad in one hand.
‘Do you want to see some of the shots? I transferred them while you were getting dressed.’
Scarlett wrapped both arms around her body. Did she want to see? What if they were really awful and she was disappointed?
As if sensing her apprehension, Lewis held the tablet towards her and smiled. ‘Come on, Scarlett. You need to see how wonderful you look.’
She reached out both hands and took the iPad. Lewis moved to stand next to her and casually draped his arm over her shoulders. She could feel the heat from his body and for a moment she wanted to move closer.
She stared at the image of a face she barely recognised, and for the first time in her life believed what her dad had always told her. She really did look beautiful.
‘Can I look at some more?’ she said, her voice sounding slightly breathless.
‘Course you can. Just scroll through them. They’re not all fantastic, but that’s the way it goes. Some are stunning, but I haven’t always caught you just right. The fault of the photographer, not the model.’
She kept a tight grasp on the tablet, using her finger to scroll forward. At first she looked only at her face, but as she became used to seeing images of herself, she grew more critical of the poses. She loved the white playsuit she had worn first, the shorts making her legs look long, and she beamed. The next shot was of her lying on her back, her arms spread wide, her hair like a red-gold halo around her head. She looked like a model, a real model.
Then Scarlett looked closer. She turned her head and glanced up at Lewis. He was smiling.
‘Like them?’
She looked back at the image and pinched her thumb and forefinger to zoom in on one area. She felt her cheeks grow warm.
‘What’s up?’ Lewis asked.
She couldn’t look at him and wanted to ask a question, but the words wouldn’t come.
‘Oh yes, a bit of nipple visible on that one,’ he said. ‘That fabric’s quite fine, which is why your underwear would have shown through.’ He shrugged as if it were nothing and dropped his arm.
Scarlett didn’t know what to say. If anyone saw it, she would die of embarrassment. If her mum knew, she would kill her.
‘Don’t look so worried. I won’t use that one. It’s not like I’m going to post it on Instagram and tag you or anything.’
‘You wouldn’t do that. Please tell me you wouldn’t?’ she asked, uncertain now of this man who had seemed so friendly just minutes earlier.
He held out his hand for the iPad. ‘I think we should let this session be our little secret, don’t you?’ he said, raising his eyebrows.
Scarlett was confused. Why couldn’t she tell anyone? She wanted to show her mum the pictures – well, some of the pictures.
Lewis was looking at her, and his eyes had turned flat with none of the sparkle she had become used to over the past hour. She had thought he liked her, but now felt her earlier fear come rushing back. More than anything she wanted to get out of that room, to run and tell her mum what had happened. But it didn’t take much of a brain to realise that if she did that picture would not remain a secret any more.
Lewis held out his arm to indicate the door. ‘Now, little girl, I think it’s time you were on your way. I think you’d better give me the key.’
Scarlett didn’t know what he meant for a second, but then remembered that she had stolen the key to the apartment from Martin. She reached into the pocket of her jeans and felt the cold metal between her fingers.
‘I hope we have a deal here, Scarlett.’ Lewis took the key and handed Scarlett her phone, his level tone scaring her more than his earlier anger. ‘Remember. This room is private. Nobody must know about it, and you and I both know you entered my property illegally.’
Scarlett felt a moment of bravery. ‘You can’t prove that. You could have invited me in.’
Lewis tutted. ‘Silly girl. You didn’t look through all of the photos, did you?’ He flicked through the images. ‘I downloaded some others too.’
He held out the iPad again, and Scarlett looked at the screen. There she was, standing outside the apartment, the number on the door perfectly clear. She was glancing anxiously over her shoulder as her right hand pushed the key into the lock.
Lewis leaned over and scrolled the screen to the right.
In the next shot Scarlett was opening the door and stepping into the apartment.
‘Want to see more?’ he asked, as if he was chatting about holiday snaps.
Scarlett shook her head, unable to speak, but he ignored her and scrolled on. This time she was in the living room, looking around. There was a shot of her in the hall too, and one in the bedroom.
How had he got those photos?
‘Oh, little Scarlett, you are so naive. How do you think I’ve known you were here each time you came?’ He waited for an answer that was never going to come, then leaned towards her. ‘There are hidden cameras. They are everywhere – in the corridor outside the door, in every room of this apartment. Everywhere, pretty girl. Everywhere.’
Scarlett choked back a sob. Did he mean what she thought he did? Surely there weren’t any hidden in here?
Her eyes searched the room for any signs of a camera, and she heard a low chuckle from Lewis. She was certain now that the faint glimpse of nipple through fabric was nothing. And she didn’t have to think back far to know that she had lost all sense of her usual modesty. After the first session in the white playsuit she had stripped off to put on the next outfit, but with a strange new awareness that maybe her body was less hideous than she had always thought, she had paraded naked, posing in front of a full-length mirror, feeling safe behind the locked door.
She hadn’t been safe at all.
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Natalie had given up trying to understand why Bernie knew the address of this apartment. She could think of no possible explanation. She scrolled back through her calls to find the number of the agent who had offered it to her and tried to call him – maybe if she found out who owned the flat that might explain it. All she got was an automated voice saying the number wasn’t recognised. Perhaps the man had changed mobiles or left the company in the last week. She checked the rental agreement, but that only gave the agent’s name and address, and they weren’t local so she couldn’t pop round.
It was eating away at the back of her mind, and she wished Scarlett would come home to distract her. She needed to keep busy, and had just gathered up the laundry and was about to switch the washing machine on when she received a text: Coming to see you. Right round the corner. Be with you in 5.
It was Megan.
Natalie had no idea what had made Megan decide to visit her. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to see her, but it didn’t seem like she was going to be given any choice. Megan had a way of wheedling information out of people, and if she asked a direct question Natalie was going to struggle to avoid telling the truth. She may have warned Natalie against moving in with Ed, but she was one of his best friends, and the reason Natalie had given for her abrupt departure from Ed’s house had been treated with derision.
Megan was short and bolshie, and didn’t take any nonsense from anyone, almost as if compensating for her lack of height. Bernie had always said she was a firecracker, and Natalie could remember one time when he had come in from work, unable to stop laughing.
‘What’s so funny?’ she had said.
‘Megan. Bloody priceless. We were called out because of two idiots who were well pissed and causing no end of bother. I grabbed one of them, who was built like a prizefighter, and left Megan to the other one, who didn’t seem quite so threatening. He made some remark about how no girl was going to arrest him, particularly a short, ugly girl. Well, he didn’t actually call her a girl the second time, but I’ll leave his word choice to your imagination.’
Natalie had turned her nose up in disgust, but she suspected this was nothing out of the ordinary for Megan.
‘Anyway, Megan said, “You may have a dick. You may even be a dick.” And then she pulled out her baton, flicked it to full length and waved it in the air. “But my dick’s bigger than yours, and I would bet my life on it being a damn sight harder.” Made my day.’
‘God, is she always like that?’ Natalie had asked.
‘She doesn’t take any prisoners, that’s for sure,’ Bernie said, still chuckling.
‘Isn’t that a bit of a drawback for a police officer?’ Natalie responded with a grin.
They had spent the rest of the evening laughing at Megan’s other antics over the years, and at some point Ed had called round and joined in. It had been a good evening.
She had no sooner had that thought than the bell went. It had taken Megan two minutes, not five. Natalie pressed the intercom button to open the main entrance.
‘Megan, what a surprise,’ she said as she opened the apartment door.
Megan was dressed in a yellow vest and black Lycra running shorts that ended mid-thigh, revealing solid-looking knees. Despite her well-defined leg and arm muscles, Megan had a slim waist; she worked hard at keeping up her strength to compensate for her lack of height and her love of food.
‘It wasn’t you I was coming to see, really. I told Scarlett I’d come round on my next day off, but she’s not answering her phone. I was on my way by then, so decided to carry on.’
‘What did you do, run here?’ Natalie said, pointing to Megan’s outfit.
‘Well it’s only about fifteen miles, so I might well have done,’ she said, a smile spreading over her face. ‘No, I’m joking. I’m doing a charity fun run on Saturday, and I came straight from checking out the course.’
‘How did you know I was in?’
Megan gave her a withering look. ‘Because I’m a police officer.’
Natalie raised her eyebrows.
‘Okay, because I called your office with the intention of asking you where Scarlett was hiding herself.’
‘The answer is, I don’t know. But I can’t expect her to sit around here all day, so she’s probably gone for a mooch around the shops. Do you want a cup of tea?’
‘I’d rather have a beer, if you’ve got one. And then perhaps you’d like to tell me what the hell’s going on with you and Ed? And don’t give me that cock-and-bull story about him grubbing around in Bernie’s boxes. The poor man’s distraught.’
Natalie turned away from her friend’s probing gaze and walked over to the fridge. ‘Why do you care? You didn’t want me to move in with him in the first place, if I remember correctly.’
‘You do, and I didn’t. But that was for no other reason than I didn’t think it was healthy to move on to someone else so soon – Ed or any other man – until you’d got your idealised image of Bernie out of your head.‘
Natalie spun round to stare at Megan, who could always be relied on to call a spade a spade. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Oh come on, Nat. Bernie was my mate – I absolutely adored him – but he was just like the rest of us. He was fallible.’
Natalie groped around in a drawer, trying to find a bottle opener, unable to look at Megan for a moment. Without lifting her head, she asked the question: ‘What do you mean, Megan? In what way was he fallible?’
She heard Megan sigh. ‘Look, forget I said that. But you idolised the man, and that’s not very realistic. I also suspect it’s bloody hard to deal with – always living in fear of falling short of someone else’s expectations.’
Natalie lifted her head and glared at Megan. ‘Are you suggesting that Bernie was unhappy with me? You are, aren’t you? What a dreadful thing to say!’
‘Of course he wasn’t unhappy with you. He just didn’t want you to know that sometimes he had feet of clay. Life isn’t a fairy tale, and you’ve always been a romantic who prefers to believe everything’s perfect. You hide from the truth rather than face it head-on.’
Natalie was quiet for a moment. She wanted to shout at Megan, but given the woman’s inclination towards blunt honesty, there was one question that Natalie could ask her, and she might just get a straight answer.
‘Is that why he was having an affair, then?’ She looked Megan straight in the eye and was surprised when she looked away.
‘Who told you that?’
‘That’s not an answer. Come on, Megan. If anyone knows if my husband had a mistress, it would be you. He wouldn’t have told Ed, because Ed would probably have punched him in the teeth for hurting me. What do you know?’
Natalie saw what looked like relief on Megan’s face as they both heard a key turning in the lock. Scarlett was back.
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Natalie knew the minute Scarlett walked through the door that something was wrong. Her daughter’s face was even paler than usual, with two dots of high colour on her cheeks. Her eyes were pink as if she had been crying, and all thoughts of her conversation with Megan vanished.
‘Scarlett? What’s up, sweetheart?’ Natalie stepped towards her daughter and reached out to hug her, but Scarlett pushed her away.
‘Nothing’s up. Why should there be something up?’ She glanced across at Megan and did her best to give her a big smile that fooled nobody. ‘Hi, Megan. When did you get here?’
‘I came to see you, kid. But you weren’t answering your phone. It’s usually glued to your right hand, so what’s the deal? Or was it just me you were ignoring?’
Scarlett wouldn’t meet Megan’s eyes, or Natalie’s. She seemed to be fixated on the bottle of beer Natalie was passing to Megan.
‘Course I wasn’t ignoring you. I mustn’t have heard it, that’s all. It’s noisy in Manchester, in case you hadn’t noticed.’
‘Scarlett!’ Natalie was shocked. Her daughter might have moments of teenage rebellion, but she was rarely rude to anyone.
‘Sorry,’ she said, giving her mother a black look. ‘I could hear you arguing from outside the door so I’m obviously interrupting. I’ll go in the bedroom and leave you to it, if that’s okay.’
Natalie watched her daughter’s back, knowing that asking her to sit down and join them wasn’t going to work. She turned to look at Megan, whose eyebrows were gathered in a frown.
Scarlett closed the door quietly, and Natalie turned to her friend. ‘I’m sorry, Megan. Scarlett really likes you – I know that. I’ve no idea what’s got into her. I’ll give her a moment and then go and have a word with her.’
‘Leave her, Nat. She’s a teenager – they’re meant to be stroppy. I’ll pop in and see her before I go, but let’s change the subject. I don’t suppose these walls are that thick.’
Natalie knew she was unlikely to get any more out of Megan. Not today, and perhaps not ever. She wouldn’t lie, but if anyone could stonewall, it was Megan. And perhaps it was better that Natalie didn’t know the truth. If she discovered that Bernie really had been having an affair she would never know why. He wasn’t here to explain himself. Maybe Megan was right and she did have an idealised vision of her husband, but that was the version she wanted to keep. She didn’t want to discover now that he wasn’t who she thought he had been.
*
The low hum of voices from the sitting room sounded far less heated than it had when Scarlett had arrived at the door. If she hadn’t already put her key in the lock, she would probably have retreated for an hour or two until Megan had left. And she had been rude, she knew that. But Scarlett didn’t think she could deal with anyone at the moment and had come home expecting the apartment to be empty. What the hell were the pair of them doing there anyway in the middle of the day?
She had seriously considered admitting to her mum what an idiot she had been, but the thought of her charging over to the south wing for a screaming match with Lewis, or even worse, phoning the police to do it for her, scared Scarlett rigid. She knew that Lewis only had to press a button and the whole world would see a picture of her – naked.
Her pride in her reflection in the mirror had disappeared in a flash, and now all she could think of was how long and white her body was, how flat her chest was, and how she would be the laughing stock of the school. She would never live it down. Had he threatened the girl yesterday too – the one she had heard through the wall?
If there was one person who might understand about Lewis, it was Megan. She would probably go round and kick the shit out of him, as her dad had always promised to do if anyone laid a finger on her. But she couldn’t risk telling her. She would die if any of those photos were made public. There was one boy at school she had liked for a while, and he had been messaging her quite a bit since she had been in Manchester. What if he saw them? He would never look at her again.
She lay on the bed, her hands clasped behind her head, and felt tears escaping from the sides of her eyes, leaving cold trails on her hot cheeks as they ran into her hair. What a mess.
She didn’t know how long she had been lying there when the knock came – a soft tap – and the door opened.
‘Hey, kid. Are you okay?’
Megan. Scarlett should have known she wouldn’t let things rest. Her tears had long since dried, but she knew Megan wouldn’t be fooled.
‘Do you want to tell me what’s up, or should I go away?’
Scarlett sat up and wrapped her arms around her legs, resting her chin on her knees.
‘I’m okay. I’m bored, that’s all, and I’ve got too much time to think. Dad always said that was bad for the soul, and that it’s better to keep busy. But doing what?’
‘Well, I’ve got an idea, if it helps.’
Scarlett looked at Megan for the first time and saw her enthusiastic smile. It reminded her that her dad sometimes used to call Megan a human dynamo.
‘Like what?’
‘I’ve just been down to the running track – it’s at a big arena where all sorts of events are held. They’re doing lots of activities for disadvantaged kids over the summer. I thought of you being at a loose end and asked if they wanted volunteers to help out. They do.’
Scarlett didn’t know what to say. She had never done anything like it before.
‘Do you think I’d be any good?’ she asked.
‘Scarlett, some of these kids can’t walk. Others are blind. Others come from children’s homes because no bugger wants them. All you have to do is be kind to them, care about them and help them have some fun. Surely you can do that?’
Scarlett felt a tiny flutter of excitement and relief that she might be able to get out of the flat and away from Lewis. ‘When can I start?’
‘I’ll talk to your mum on the way out. If you can hang on till next Monday, I’ll come with you and introduce you to a few people. I’ll set it all up before then, but that’s the first free day I’ve got. You’ll be brilliant.’
Megan reached over and rubbed her hand roughly up and down Scarlett’s arm. She turned to leave, but Scarlett called her back.
‘Megan, what were you and Mum arguing about?’
Megan stopped and turned. ‘We weren’t arguing. I annoyed her, that’s all.’
‘I heard her say something about a mistress. Did she tell you that Alison had been questioned?’
Scarlett saw Megan’s face drop. ‘What’s this got to do with Alison?’
‘It’s my fault. I feel so bad. I never wanted Mum to know. The police said they would try to keep it from her, but Alison told her.’
Megan came back over to the bed and sat down, resting her arm across Scarlett’s shoulders. ‘Tell me what you mean, Scarlett. Come on, kid. I’m not going to be mad at you and I won’t tell your mum. Just talk to me.’
Scarlett dropped her chin back onto her knees. There was something so solid and reassuring about Megan. She seemed unflappable, as if nothing would shock her.
‘I told the police that I thought Dad was having an affair before he died. At first I thought it was Alison, but she said she could prove it wasn’t. I guess the police spoke to her because they wanted to see the proof.’
‘What on earth made you think your dad was having an affair at all, never mind with Alison?’ Megan asked.
‘I saw a text on his phone. The number was withheld, but there was stuff about love.’
Scarlett felt Megan’s body tense and wondered if she had said something wrong.
‘Tell me exactly what it said and when you saw it.’
And so Scarlett did. She told her about finding her dad’s phone, and about the argument she’d had with him the morning he died. She was sobbing now.
‘Shit,’ Megan whispered before reaching out her other arm to pull Scarlett into a hug.
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‘What the fuck are you doing here?’
Lewis opened the door wide and ushered his visitor in as he spoke, leaning out to check the corridor was empty. This was not good.
‘I was in town, so I decided to come to find out what in God’s name you’re up to.’
‘And what if you’re seen?’
‘Oh ye of little faith. I had my excuse at the ready, don’t you worry. More to the point, why the hell are you still using the studio? What’s going on, Lewis?’
Lewis didn’t know whether he should admit what had happened with Scarlett, but now it was down to damage limitation.
‘The girl knows.’
‘She what?’
‘She discovered the door behind the bookcase. She pinched the key to the apartment from Fat Martin when he was snoring away in his room, the stupid twat. I found her in the studio.’
‘Martin’s a bloody moron. What did you do?’
‘I did what I do to all the girls. I sucked her in and got some photos. I had to be sure she didn’t blab to her mum.’
The gasp told Lewis that he was now in deep shit.
‘Jesus! She’s not like the other kids. They’re chosen because they come from dysfunctional families and they’re shit-scared of the repercussions if they talk. Scarlett might be frightened of what you’ll do, but she’s not stupid and she’s not scared of her mum.’
‘No, but I had her phone for a bit while she was getting changed, and there’s a boy she seems to have the hots for. If I get wind that she’s going to say anything, he might just get a pic or two. She knows I can do that. I made sure of it.’
‘Keep away from her, Lewis. I’m warning you – it can’t end well.’
‘I didn’t bloody invite her round for tea, you know. She’s a nosy little cow.’
‘So don’t give her any reason to come back. And whatever you do, don’t let it slip that you know whose daughter she is. There’s no way that you should have a clue who she is, so don’t fuck it up.’
‘Don’t worry, I’ll protect the sacrosanct Bernie’s anonymity.’
‘Don’t take the piss, Lewis. And no more activity until September – you could blow the whole thing wide open.’
Lewis was tempted to tell the truth – that he had one girl who was good to go and it would be stupid to call a halt to it now. And they needed to up their game. Photos were great, but if they wanted to catch the big fish, they needed to offer more. But he said nothing about that. Better to go on the attack.
‘I still don’t know what the hell you were thinking, letting them move in next door.’
‘I wanted them where I could see them. I told you.’
‘Why, though?’
‘Because Natalie Gray has caused me more pain than you could ever know. So I want her to suffer, and I want to be close by so that from time to time I can enjoy the show.’
His visitor walked towards the door, turning at the last minute. ‘I want to see the pictures you took of Scarlett. Send them to me. You know where. But they’re just between us – don’t post them anywhere else.’
‘Why do you need to see them if we’re not going to use them?’
‘I want to see how bad the damage might be, that’s all. But I’m telling you: don’t hurt Scarlett.’
‘I didn’t know you cared so much.’
‘I don’t. But there are others who do, and they’re bloody dangerous. So listen to me for once. Don’t hurt her.’
Lewis kicked the door shut. Since when had he become the underling? Nobody was telling him what to do. He was at the sharp end in all this, and he would do as he fucking wanted. And if that meant a nosy kid had to be dealt with, so be it.
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‘Tom, have you got a moment?’ Becky asked as Tom walked past on the way to his office, whistling. He was smiling too, and much as she wanted to ask him why, Becky suspected she knew. She had received a large box of chocolates the day before, with a message saying, ‘It would be inappropriate to share any secrets, but I hope this thank you says it all. Lx,’ so she had deduced that things were going well with Tom and Louisa.
Tom stopped. ‘Of course. Here, or in my office?’
‘Here’s fine. I wanted to give you a quick update on Bernie Gray. We got a call yesterday after you left to go to your meeting. It was from a police constable from north Manchester – one of the people Keith had on his board – to say she sent the text message to Bernie just before he died. Her name’s Megan Jenkins.’
‘Ah, so she’s the one he was having an affair with then.’
‘She says not – says it’s a bit more complicated than that – but she’s coming in this morning. I’m going to have a chat with her.’
‘Of course. Do what you have to.’
Tom stepped around Becky to take a brief look at an array of pictures on the board near Keith’s desk.
‘And Jennifer Bale? I guess these are the stills from the pool CCTV.’
‘We’ve identified four of the six men in them,’ Becky told him. ‘Two are staff. One works behind the juice bar and the other is a part-time lifeguard, the one who chucked Jennifer and the boys out of the pool and told them to get dressed and go home. These two’ – Becky tapped two pictures – ‘are regulars. They come in nearly every day according to the barman. They have a swim, straight up and down, fifty lengths each, and then up to the café. They don’t sit close to the viewing window. They have a chat and a cup of coffee and then leave together. He didn’t see them with Jennifer.’
‘And the other two?’
‘We’ve not managed to track them down yet. The barman said he didn’t notice them talking to her, but they were over by the viewing window and they weren’t together. The reception staff at the pool are on the lookout for them. We’ve also shown the pictures to Lauren, Jennifer’s swimming buddy, but she doesn’t think she’s seen either of them before.’
‘We’re not getting very far with young Jennifer, are we?’ Tom said with a gentle sigh.
Becky knew he wanted to do his best for the kid, but they had so little to go on.
‘Excuse me, Tom,’ she said as her phone rang. It appeared Megan Jenkins had arrived. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll pop in and see you later.’
Tom wandered off towards his office, whistling again. This might just get irritating, Becky thought, as she made her way downstairs to reception.
*
Tom stared at the stack of papers on his desk, which seemed to have grown exponentially in the few hours that he had been away from the office. He sat down with a low groan and started to sort through them.
About halfway down the pile he came across the final report on Jennifer Bale’s death from the crime scene team. He already knew that there were no defence wounds on her body, but the report confirmed that the rooftop showed no signs of a struggle either. There were no drag marks or scuffing, and the conclusion was clear. Jennifer killed herself, just as they had suspected.
There would be an inquest, but the body could now be released for burial or cremation, and Tom had the unhappy task of telling the Bales this latest news. At least it would put an end to their uncertainty, but he wasn’t sure whether that was a blessing or not.
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‘PC Jenkins?’ Becky asked, walking towards a small woman whose tailored trousers showed off her slim waist, just as her short-sleeved shirt exposed muscular biceps. Becky imagined that without the well-defined and probably hard-earned muscles, this woman would have the body of a china doll.
Megan Jenkins gave Becky a wide if slightly jittery smile.
‘That’s me. And I can tell you this is the last place I want to be right now.’
Becky could understand that. They were investigating the death of a fellow officer, and any connection with such an event was always uncomfortable. She held out her hand. ‘DI Becky Robinson,’ she said, feeling a firm grip from the other woman and a slightly damp palm. ‘Let’s go and find somewhere comfortable to talk.’
When the two women were seated Becky suggested that they cut the formalities as this was just a chat. ‘Call me Becky,’ she said. ‘And I hope it’s okay if I call you Megan.’
Megan shuffled around in her seat a bit, then took a deep breath as if to relax her shoulders.
‘Look,’ she said. ‘Let’s cut to the chase. I know that Scarlett Gray told you she found a text on her dad’s phone with the words I love you, and she assumed the message was from his mistress. It wasn’t – it was from me.’
‘And you said on the phone that you weren’t having an affair with Bernard Gray. Is that right?’
Megan leaned forward, eager to make her point. ‘Absolutely. That’s not something that would ever have happened. I don’t make a point of telling people this, and probably Bernie’s the only one who knew, but I’m not keen on men. As friends and colleagues they’re great, but I certainly have no desire to have a sexual relationship with one.’
Becky nearly smiled as Megan’s face showed how clearly she thought that wasn’t an appetising idea.
‘I spent so much of my life hiding it – my dad would have totally flipped – so I don’t get involved in relationships. Things are much easier in the job now, as you know, but keeping it to myself is a hard habit to break.’
‘So why tell Bernie Gray that you loved him, then?’
‘Because I did love Bernie. He was my mate, my best mate. He was kind, funny and a bit inclined to be impetuous, and at the time I sent the text he was in need of support. That’s what I was offering.’
‘But you withheld your number. Why would you do that?’ Becky asked, liking this woman for her honesty.
‘I have my phone set like that all the time. I don’t know why. To do with my secrecy habit, I suppose.’
‘Scarlett seemed to remember there was rather more to the text. Something about telling the truth? What was going on in Bernie’s life, Megan? You obviously thought he had to come clean about something. What was it?’
Megan sat back in her chair and was silent for a moment, clearly trying to find the right words.
‘This must never get back to Natalie or Scarlett. Can you promise that?’
‘You know I can’t do that. If it opens a new line of enquiry it may be necessary to talk to Mrs Gray. But you do need to tell me. You get that, don’t you?’
Megan blew out a long breath. ‘I guess I do. Shit, this is such a bloody mess.’
Becky didn’t interrupt the moment of silence.
‘Okay,’ Megan said, leaning forward again to rest her forearms on her knees. ‘Bernie did something very stupid about a year before he died. There was a party. Natalie was supposed to be coming with him, but Scarlett wasn’t well so she told Bernie to go without her.’
There was another pause, and Megan swallowed hard. Becky poured some water into a glass and passed it to her.
‘Thanks, Becky. I needed that,’ Megan said, having emptied the glass in one go. ‘Bernie got pissed. We all did, except Ed. That’s Edward Cooper, another copper. The party was at his house, and he’s Captain Sensible most of the time.’
‘Yes, we know about him. Go on.’
‘The party went on into the small hours, and Ed wanted to take Bernie home, but Bernie said he was going to walk to sober up. The trouble was, he didn’t go straight home.’
Becky was sure she knew what was coming. ‘Ah. So he was having an affair after all. Scarlett was right, even though it wasn’t with you.’
‘If only it were that straightforward.’
‘What do you mean?’ Becky asked.
Megan lifted one arm and ruffled her mop of curly dark hair, clearly trying to think of how best to word her explanation.
‘One of the women from the party asked if he’d walk her back to her house. It was about three in the morning by that time, so he agreed. She suggested he went in for a cup of coffee on the basis that he couldn’t go home to Natalie in the state he was in.’
Becky had heard enough. She didn’t need the dots joining.
‘Okay, I get the picture. He gave in to temptation and took what was on offer.’
‘I don’t think it was that simple. Bernie was a really good-looking guy – he’d been propositioned many times and managed to resist. He says he fell asleep on her sofa – or more likely passed out – and had no recollection of having sex with anyone, but when he came round he was on the floor with his trousers undone. He was horrified, got himself up off the floor and staggered home. He told Natalie he’d stayed at mine, and she accepted that. I covered for him. The problem was that the woman wasn’t about to let it go. She said she needed to see him. They needed to talk about it. He didn’t think there was anything to be said, but she sounded a bit hysterical and he didn’t want her turning up on his doorstep, so he went.’
Okay,’ Becky said. ‘I can see where this is going. Wouldn’t it have been easier to just tell his wife?’
‘Have you met Natalie?’
Becky nodded. ‘She seems a sensible woman.’
Megan pulled a rueful face. ‘Natalie is a lovely woman and Bernie adored her, but she is an incurable romantic. She has no ability to deal with harsh truths, and she had a zero-tolerance policy, as she called it, on infidelity. Bernie was absolutely terrified that he would lose her and Scarlett if he ever admitted it. And let’s face it, how many women are sensible if their husband owns up to screwing someone else?’
Becky had to admit that she had a point. ‘So what happened?’
‘When he went to see this woman it was all tears and regrets – what had they done, etcetera. She said she thought they should come clean about it, and Bernie nearly flipped. Then he realised she was pulling the old bunny-boiler stunt – you know, keep seeing me or I’ll spill the beans – and he told her it was her word against his, so she could do her worst. That’s when she played her trump card.’
‘Which was?’
‘She said they would just have to hope she wasn’t pregnant. They hadn’t taken any precautions, it seems. Bernie knew that if someone other than Natalie had his child it would break her heart. She couldn’t have any more after Scarlett, and she’d really struggled with that.’
‘Oh Lord,’ Becky said, wondering why she ever had a drink when she saw the mess it got people into.
‘Bernie begged her to say nothing until they were sure. She said all she wanted from him was his support until they knew one way or the other.’
‘And?’
‘Ten days later she confirmed that she was indeed pregnant. She provided him with the evidence, although if I’d been Bernie I’d have made her pee on a stick in front of my own eyes, rather than just show him the finished product. She could have bought it online or got a pregnant friend to pee on it for her, for God’s sake. Or if there really was a baby on the way, who was to say at this point who the father was?’
‘Do you think she was pregnant? Or was it a ruse?’
‘What do you think? Bernie believed the evidence, though, and she demanded a lot of his time while they tried to work out what they were going to do. All the while he was putting off the dreadful moment when he would have to tell Natalie.’
‘I presume he never did,’ Becky said.
‘She conveniently lost the baby, although not until she’d had him at her beck and call for about fourteen weeks. Then inevitably he had to console her for their loss. She said she had nobody else to talk to as he’d asked her to keep it a secret, and to be fair Bernie would have felt the pain of losing a child too.’
Megan reached for the glass that Becky had thoughtfully refilled while she had been talking.
‘So in the end she had evidence that he’d been seeing her regularly for months, and she had proof of the pregnancy – the test and a scan – which of course she was going to share with Natalie if he stopped seeing her.’
‘So we’ll never know whether she really was pregnant, bought the scan online or pinched one from somebody else.’ Becky wished Bernie Gray was here in the room right now so that she could shake him. ‘So was it an affair?’
‘He says not, but it was always going to be his word against hers. I told him to tell Natalie the whole tale. I said I’d back him up, and that I loved him. Which I did, even though he was a stupid wanker.’
There was still one thing that Becky didn’t understand.
‘Why didn’t you tell us this before – when he was killed? I can understand Scarlett keeping it to herself, but not you.’
‘Because it wasn’t relevant.’
‘But if this woman was married or in a relationship…’
‘She wasn’t. I think she only ever wanted Bernie.’
Becky was beginning to see a motive here, right in front of her.
‘If she knew he was going to dump her, didn’t it occur to you that she might have been the one who killed him?’
Megan gave a snort of derisive laughter.
‘Oh, I know it wasn’t her. I was sitting right outside her front door in my car when I got the news about Bernie. He’d only told me the whole sorry tale a couple of weeks earlier. I knew about the first time, of course, because I covered for him. But he’d kept the rest to himself since then, silly bugger. If he’d told me from the start I’d have got the truth out of her. Anyway, while he dithered about what to do, I decided to sort it for him. I had every intention of going into that house and beating the shit out of her, if that’s what it took to keep her quiet. Or I’d make up some story to get her fired from her job.’
‘So who was this woman?’
Megan shook her head. ‘I told you, it’s not relevant. She was still in bed when Bernie died.’
‘Not good enough, Megan. She might have information about Bernie Gray that you aren’t aware of. She might be able to point us to his killer.’
Megan dropped her eyes and looked at the space between her knees. ‘She was a nurse, okay? A nurse from the village. She moved after Bernie died, and I never knew her surname. Please, leave her out of it.’
Becky looked at the other woman and knew she was hiding something. But what – and why?
Unless she turned this into a formal interview, she was sure this was all they were going to get out of Megan Jenkins, so she needed to speak to Tom. There had to be a reason why Megan wasn’t prepared to tell them everything, and Becky was determined to find out what it was.



63
After Megan had left the apartment the evening before, Scarlett spent the hours until she could escape to bed watching TV. Her mum had tried to talk to her, to ask her what was troubling her, but Scarlett was terrified of what might happen if she told her about Lewis.
‘The only thing troubling me is being stuck here, in this place, where I don’t know anybody,’ Scarlett had shouted, instantly regretting her outburst when she saw the look of anguish on her mum’s face.
The sooner she got on to the programme at the arena that Megan had suggested, the better, but for the next few days all she wanted to do was keep out of everybody’s way – especially Lewis’s.
It was a sunny day again, but Scarlett couldn’t bring herself to leave the apartment. She didn’t think Lewis would have done anything with the photos yet, but she was scared that people would look at her and somehow know what she had done.
Scarlett wished her dad was still with them. She might have been able to tell him what had happened, and at the very least he gave the best hugs in the world. She had even thought about telling Ed, but as far as she knew there was no prospect of her mum making up with him so that would be a bad idea.
She hid in the bedroom all morning, not wanting to know if there were any noises coming from the other side of the wall, but she had to go through to the sitting room to reach the bathroom, and as all seemed quiet she decided to put the kettle on. While it was boiling she rooted around in the cupboard for some biscuits to take back into her hideaway.
She had just finished making her drink and was on her way back into the bedroom when she heard a shout from the adjoining apartment. It was a girl’s voice. Scarlett could hear the low murmur of a male voice, and she was sure it was Lewis.
‘No, I won’t.’ The girl’s words were clear, the voice loud and shrill.
Scarlett didn’t know what to do. The girl sounded upset, but she was scared of Lewis. He had been okay when he was taking the photos, but the way he looked at her as he had shown her out of the apartment had made goosebumps run down her spine. She hurried into the bedroom and pushed the door firmly closed behind her so she wouldn’t have to listen, knowing she was being a coward.
Putting the drink and the biscuits she no longer wanted on the bedside table, she walked over to the window and rested her head on the cool glass. The street below was empty apart from a car parked on double yellow lines at the far end of the building.
As she stared down, a door at the back of the building flew open and at the same moment a deafening siren pierced the air. A girl in a pair of denim shorts and a black T-shirt rushed out into the street and a man jumped out of the parked car. Scarlett knew the siren was the fire alarm and she should be trying to get out of the building, but she couldn’t take her eyes off what was happening in the street below. The man who had leaped out of the car was Martin. He set off after the girl, but he was way too fat to catch her.
It had to be the girl she had heard on the other side of the wall. Somehow she must have escaped via the emergency exit. Scarlett had no idea what Martin had to do with any of this, but without giving it another second’s thought she ran from the bedroom and out through the door of the apartment. She raced to the fire exit on their side of the building just as other residents began to open their doors. She ignored them all and belted down the concrete steps to the ground floor, pushing down hard on the bar to release the door.
The girl had already covered the distance between the two emergency exits and was ahead of Scarlett, running along the street. Scarlett saw her fall, drag herself back to her feet and glance back towards the door through which she had escaped. Scarlett followed her gaze. Lewis had just emerged through the door and was holding his hand to his forehead. It looked like he was bleeding.
Scarlett had to get to the girl before he did. She had no idea what she was going to do, but she had to help her. Scarlett was a good runner, and although Lewis could probably catch her, he seemed to be arguing with Martin and was still rubbing his head. She hoped the girl had hurt him.
Sprinting at full pelt along the street she quickly made ground on the girl, who was limping slightly from her fall. As Scarlett drew level she slowed down to the girl’s pace.
‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘Did he hurt you?’
‘He’s a bastard,’ the girl sobbed. ‘I hate him.’ She brushed away tears with the heel of her hand.
‘Down there,’ Scarlett said, pointing to a narrow alley.
‘No!’ the girl screamed. ‘It’s dark. He’ll catch us. Who are you anyway?’
‘I’m Scarlett, and he won’t catch us. Look!’ she said.
They both turned to look at the road behind them. It was now full of people evacuating the apartments as the sound of the alarm continued to reverberate around the usually quiet street. Lewis was dodging around them, but he wasn’t going to attack Scarlett or the girl in full sight of everybody.
Scarlett reached out and grabbed the girl’s hand, pulling her into the entrance to the alley. ‘Wait here.’ She crept back to the corner and peered round. Lewis had turned back and was jumping into the car with Martin. She was sure they would drive around the block to meet the two girls as they emerged from the alley onto the main street.
‘We’re going back,’ she said to the girl.
‘What? No! He’ll get us.’
‘He won’t. If we go back and cross the road, we can reach the Printworks. There are loads of cafés there. We can go in one of those and talk. Work out what we’re going to do.’
The girl looked as if she had given up – as though she would follow anyone. The fight had gone out of her. Tears were clinging to her pale lashes and flooding her grey eyes. She was much shorter than Scarlett with sturdy arms and legs, one of which was bleeding from a grazed knee.
‘We need to run – if you can – so we get there before they realise they’ve lost us.’
The two girls set off at a slow jog.
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Scarlett guided the girl to a stool at a tall table in the café.
‘You stay here,’ she said. ‘I’ll get us both a drink.’
She had a five-pound note in the pocket of her jeans, so she bought them a Coke each and took the drinks back to where the girl was sitting.
‘What’s your name?’ she asked as she sat down and pushed a can across to her.
‘Kelsey,’ the girl said quietly, mopping her tears with a paper napkin that she plucked from the dispenser on the table.
‘How long have you known Lewis?’
Kelsey looked up, shocked. ‘Do you know him too?’
‘Kind of. I know his name anyway,’ Scarlett said, not wanting to admit the truth.
Kelsey explained where she had met Lewis and how he had made her feel so special and so happy.
‘It was intense, you know? I always had to wait until he said he wanted to see me, and it was agony wondering if he was still interested. Then he’d tell me to come to the studio, and that greasy little guy would pick me up and deliver me to the back door.’
Kelsey started to cry again, and Scarlett got another Coke to share. Her money wouldn’t run to two.
‘I don’t think anyone’s ever fancied me before. I’m a bit chubby, I know that. Lewis said it made my skin feel extra soft. He liked it. All my friends at school seem to have boyfriends, but never me. After a while – when he started to touch me – I let him…you know.’ Kelsey looked at Scarlett anxiously in case she hadn’t understood. Scarlett nodded. ‘I’d never done it before, but I didn’t want him to stop liking me.’
‘So what went wrong?’ Scarlett asked, looking at Kelsey’s face, which was drained of colour.
‘Last time I went, he showed me the pictures he’d taken of me. See, he’d said that now we’re together – you know, properly together – he’d like some special photos, just for him. I didn’t think it mattered – he’d seen all there was to see by then anyway – so I agreed. But last time he said I had to swear never to tell anyone what had happened, or he’d put my pictures online. I told him, “I promise” but then his phone rang and he made me leave.’
Scarlett couldn’t bring herself to admit it had been her.
‘He said there was something he had to sort out. And then today he asked if he could take me round to a mate’s house, and I knew what he meant. He was going to share me with his mates. When I said no, he totally flipped. He showed me the pictures he’d taken – you know, the special ones. He was going to send them to my friends. He’d found their numbers on my phone.’
Scarlett felt a flutter of panic in her chest. She knew he could do this to her too.
‘So I picked up a mirror – one of them round ones on a stand – and whopped him over the head with it. I’m too short to have done a good job, but it stopped him for long enough for me to get out of the door, and I drew blood. I was glad of that, but God knows what’s going to happen to me now.’
‘What are you going to do?’ Scarlett asked, hoping Kelsey was going to go to the police. ‘Are you going to tell your mum and dad?’
‘I ain’t got a mum or a dad. I’m in foster care, and it’s the best lot I’ve had. If I tell them, I’ll be kicked off back to the home.’
Kelsey put her head down on her folded arms and sobbed. Someone came over to see if she could help, but there was nothing that either of them could tell her.
Scarlett waited until Kelsey lifted her head.
‘Where did you meet Lewis?’
‘My foster parents thought it would be good for me to do some activities, join some clubs. So I went along to this place on the outskirts of town where they do all sorts. I joined the drama group. I thought it was all legit ’cause he was one of the volunteers. And he was nice to me.’ Kelsey scrubbed at her face with the napkin and looked at her watch. ‘Shit, I’d better get going. I’m supposed to be home in half an hour and look at the state of me. They’ll know something’s wrong, and if they think I’m playing up they could chuck me out. They don’t even need a reason, so I’m trying to be good. Bollocksed that up, haven’t I?’
With a final sniff, Kelsey pushed herself back from the table and thanked Scarlett for rescuing her. ‘And don’t tell nobody, will you? Please, Scarlett. If you do, I’m dead. I’ve just got to hope that he won’t post them images.’
‘You should go to the police, Kelsey. My dad was a policeman, and my mum’s got friends who could help you. Do you want to give me your number so that I can get them to call you?’
Kelsey looked horrified. ‘No! You can’t, Scarlett. Please don’t tell anyone. I can’t be sent back to the home.’
Scarlett looked at the girl’s blotchy cheeks and red-rimmed eyes. How must it feel to have nobody? She had been feeling so sorry for herself since her dad died, but how much worse to be completely alone.
She jumped off her stool and went round the table to give Kelsey a hug. ‘Is there nothing I can do to help?’
Kelsey shook her head. ‘No, but thanks for saving me – and keep out of Lewis’s way, won’t you?’
Scarlett watched as, head down, Kelsey made her way out of the door. If only she had managed to persuade the poor kid to report Lewis, he could have been stopped without Scarlett having to get involved.
It was only then that she realised the huge mistake she had made. Kelsey could go home and hope and pray that Lewis didn’t carry out his threat, but Scarlett had nowhere to run. Her home was in the same building as Lewis, and the man he was working with could get into their apartment.
He could be waiting for her.
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It had been one of those days for Natalie. She had so much work to catch up on, and Bruce had been a total bastard all day, giving her extra tasks because of her early disappearance the day before. At the rate she was going, it would be about eight o’clock before she was able to leave the office.
She looked out of the window. It had been bright and sunny earlier and she hoped Scarlett had managed to get out of the apartment, but now a thin drizzle had set in. She had tried to ring her daughter a couple of times, but as usual these days, got no answer. For a girl who normally never moved without her mobile phone, recently she had been behaving completely out of character.
It was therefore with a jolt of surprise that she heard Scarlett’s voice.
‘Mum?’
Natalie looked up from her desk to see Scarlett standing by her side, her clothes damp, her hair falling in two drab curtains on either side of her face.
‘Scarlett! What on earth has happened?’
She jumped up from her chair and went to give the girl a hug, but Scarlett backed away. ‘Don’t, Mum. I’m wet through.’
‘I can see that. What are you doing here, sweetheart?’
‘The fire alarm went off and I panicked and ran out without my phone or my key.’
‘Oh goodness, poor you. Thank God you’re safe. Was there a fire?’
‘I don’t think so, no. But I couldn’t get back in and I couldn’t call you.’
Natalie could see that Scarlett was close to tears, and she ignored how wet her daughter was and pulled her close. She could feel the tremors running through Scarlett’s body and knew that any second now she was going to burst into tears.
‘Hey, don’t get upset, sweetheart. You haven’t done anything wrong. Why couldn’t Martin let you back in? That’s what he’s paid for, isn’t it?’
‘I suppose. But I couldn’t find him. I guess he was going round letting everybody else in. Mum, can I stay here with you until it’s time to go home?’
‘Oh, love, of course you can if that’s what you want, but you shouldn’t sit around in those wet clothes, and I’m going to have to work really late tonight. Why don’t you take my keys and go home and have a hot shower? I’ll get back as soon as I can.’
Scarlett looked as if she was about to argue, but then Bruce popped his head out of his office door.
‘This isn’t a bloody mother-and-daughter day, Natalie. I think you’ve taken the piss once too often this week. Can you come into my office, please?’
Natalie gave Scarlett a grim look and was about to give Bruce a piece of her mind, but Scarlett obviously read the anger in her mum’s eyes and snatched the keys from her desk.
‘It’s okay. I’ll go. I don’t want to cause you any bother.’
‘You’re never a bother, Scarlett.’
‘Natalie! Now, please,’ Bruce shouted.
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It was mid-afternoon by the time Tom was able to catch up with Becky. He had to tell her about Jennifer’s body being released, and her look of relief when he said he had been out to see the family on his own was hard to miss, however quickly she tried to hide it.
‘How were they?’ Becky asked.
‘Strangely subdued. Linda Bale just stared straight ahead and wouldn’t meet my eyes. I wasn’t even sure she’d taken it in. Her husband seems to be more in touch with his feelings, and I think he was relieved that the uncertainty was over. I told them we were still investigating the circumstances, but right now they need space to focus on their grief, I think.’
There was a moment’s silence as Tom and Becky thought about the family, then Keith arrived and glanced from one to the other with a puzzled frown. But as neither wanted to share their thoughts at that moment they moved on to neutral ground, Becky filling the other two in on everything Megan Jenkins had told her.
‘Do you believe her?’ Tom asked.
‘Yes and no. I’m sure some of it was the truth. I believe she sent him the text – I can’t see any reason why she would have lied.’
‘She may not have lied about the text, but perhaps about the context. Do you think she was the one having the affair with Bernie? Maybe the rest of it was an elaborate story constructed to throw us off the scent.’
‘Well, she claims to be gay, so that doesn’t really work, does it?’
‘Do you think she is, ma’am?’ Keith asked. ‘A lesbian, I mean.’
Tom saw Becky grit her teeth slightly before rearranging her features.
‘I’m not entirely sure how one is supposed to tell, Keith. People don’t come neatly packaged in stereotypical shapes and sizes, you know. I wouldn’t know just by looking at you what your sexual preferences are, would I?’
Keith flushed and looked as if he was about to tell Becky in no uncertain terms what his proclivities were, so Tom intervened.
‘Okay. I suggest we keep an open mind on that one. As Becky says, we don’t know, and without any evidence one way or the other we must assume that she might very well be telling the truth. But don’t let it blind us to other options.’
Becky silently smiled her thanks at Tom. If there was one thing guaranteed to raise Becky’s blood pressure it was pigeonholing people, and Tom had a feeling that Keith, whether judgemental or not, might tend to label people and treat them accordingly. He wouldn’t last long with Becky if that were the case.
‘Whether Megan Jenkins was having an affair with Bernie Gray or not, she was definitely avoiding telling me the whole truth. But she came in voluntarily to say she’d sent the text that Scarlett saw, and I’m certain that if she thought this woman had anything to do with Bernie’s death, she’d say so. Do you want me to interview her formally? She’d have to tell me who it was then.’
‘Not yet,’ Tom said after a moment’s thought. ‘There’s more to this than we’re understanding at the moment, and I think we need to get the fullest picture possible before we make it official and ask her to make a statement. We need to be sure we’re asking the right questions, and there’s something niggling at the back of my mind that I can’t quite grasp. We’ve got two separate cases – Jennifer Bale and Bernie Gray – and there’s a link, albeit a rather tenuous one. Bernie was part of a force-wide team investigating the grooming of underage kids. One girl who reported being a victim of such a crime – Amber Blackwood – had a very similar story to the one we’re building around Jennifer, but I can’t see any other links. The girls went to different schools, weren’t from the same church or religion, and didn’t engage in the same activities. We haven’t been able to find a single connection between them.’
‘The first girl was from north Manchester,’ Becky said. ‘She was at a school in Failsworth, but that comes under Oldham, which wasn’t Bernie’s territory – not that it would necessarily have helped.’
‘I know we promised the girl anonymity, but can we try to contact her without alerting her parents? Maybe she’d recognise one of the mugshots of the guys hanging out in the swimming pool café?’
Keith sat up even straighter. ‘I’d already thought of that, sir. Sadly, we can’t find her. It’s over two years since she reported it, and she’s left home and isn’t in touch with her parents. We didn’t give anything away, of course. We made up some story about trying to locate a friend of hers. You may remember that her father was a bully? Well, I got the impression from his wife that the daughter was well out of it. She’s either left the country or is living rough somewhere. No trace of her via her NI number, so she hasn’t got a job – at least not a legitimate one.’
‘Bugger. Well done for trying that one, Keith.’ Tom tapped his pen on the desk. ‘There’s something skulking just beneath the surface of all this, and I don’t know what it is.’



67
The drizzle had stopped by the time Scarlett got back to the apartment, and her clothes had dried on her body. Her hair, however, was a different matter, and without looking she could tell that the waves that she could live with had settled into a red frizz that she couldn’t. Not that she cared. She had more important things to worry about.
Scarlett had gone to her mum’s office determined to tell her the truth. If her photo was posted all over social media, so be it. She would have to live with it, because Lewis was dangerous. He was just the type of person her dad used to lock up, and what he was doing was wrong. But Scarlett hadn’t had the chance to say anything to her mum before that horrible Bruce dragged her away. She didn’t want to be responsible for her losing her job on top of everything else.
She couldn’t think where else to go but back to the apartment. She had no money left, so a café was out, and she knew nobody in Manchester apart from Lewis and Martin and somehow she had to get home safely without alerting either of them to the fact that she was there.
As she approached the main entrance, she looked warily through the arch. Her heart was pounding at the thought of seeing Lewis, who was bound to have spotted her with Kelsey earlier.
She crept up the metal staircase, afraid that if she trod heavily Martin would hear her and come out from his office. She could outrun him, but he would tell Lewis she was home. And Martin had a key to their apartment.
As she reached the top of the stairs, she felt a little more secure. She didn’t think anyone had seen her, so maybe she would be okay now.
She climbed the internal staircase to the second floor, her breathing shallow. The back of her neck felt damp, whether from her still-wet hair or because of her fear, she didn’t know, but she glanced over her shoulder every two or three steps to make sure nobody was behind her.
The corridor was flooded with light from the windows to the courtyard, and as she reached the corner to the corridor that led to their apartment she felt a surge of relief. Nearly home now.
She turned into the dark hall, with only a trace of residual light from the area she had just left casting her shadow onto the concrete floor. She took a step forward, waiting for the lights to come on.
Nothing happened.
Ahead of her were the blank doors of the other apartments, but she could barely see them. At the far end, the area by their front door was in total darkness. She didn’t have a phone to light her way either.
Scarlett stopped dead. Should she go back and find someone to go with her to the door? But who could she ask?
She took one more step forward, cautiously, hoping the lights would suddenly blind her with their white glare. They didn’t.
By Scarlett’s reckoning, it was about forty metres to their front door. She knew her eyes would soon become accustomed to the gloom, and once she was inside – home, as much as it could be called that – she could lock herself in the bedroom and she would be safe until her mum came back from work.
Holding her hands out to her sides as if negotiating a tightrope, she crept forward, carefully putting one foot in front of the other. Still no lights came on. She took a deep breath. It caught in her throat, tight with fear.
She was past the entrance to the fire escape, the same stairs she had raced down a couple of hours before. If she could put back the clock, would she still run after the girl? It was too late to think like that now.
The first apartment door was coming up on the right, and once she was past it there would be only one more door before theirs.
She heard something. A soft click. Scarlett froze and listened. Nothing – no other sound. Then she heard the creak of rarely used hinges. A door was opening, and it was behind her.
She spun round, knowing that her worst fears had been realised. Silhouetted against the faint light from the distant courtyard windows was the outline of a man, legs apart, hands held slightly away from his sides.
Scarlett turned back and started to run. She wanted to scream, but she needed all her energy.
It took him no more than three long strides to catch her. With one arm he clasped her slight body to his, and the other circled her head, a hand clamping over her mouth.
‘Don’t fight me, Scarlett. It will be worse for you if you do.’
He dragged her back towards the emergency exit, away from safety.
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As Bruce droned on about the publicity that needed to be drummed up for one of their clients – a man who in Natalie’s view had not one interesting thing to say in the interviews they were trying to line up for him – her mind kept wandering to Scarlett. She had looked bereft; there was no other word for it. Granted the wet hair and clothes must have been making her thoroughly fed up, but there was something else going on.
It had been such a difficult few days for Scarlett. The abrupt departure from Ed’s had been bad enough, but she had been devastated by the news that the police had questioned Alison about an affair with Bernie. She had also said something to Megan when they were in the bedroom that seemed to upset them both, but neither of them would tell Natalie what.
Megan’s criticism of Natalie had been bang on the money. She had always lived in cloud cuckoo land, as her mother used to say. She invariably thought the best of people and tried to ignore anything that didn’t fit perfectly into her lovely little world. The only exception to that had been the way she had run from Ed. But that was instinctive. She might be able to hide from reality in her own life, but nobody – absolutely nobody – was going to harm Scarlett. And yet in spite of that, her daughter was hurting, and Natalie suspected she was shielding her own mother from something.
‘Natalie, are you listening?’ Bruce asked, his voice petulant. That was the trouble, really: her boss liked the sound of his own voice a bit too much, and Natalie had always given in to him.
‘No, I’m not listening,’ she said, standing up. ‘I’m worried about my daughter. She needs me, so I’m sorry – I know it’s not ideal – but I’m going home.’
She knew that Bruce was tempted to shout at her to sit down and do her job, but even he knew that wasn’t professional. His glare, however, said it all. If she lost her job it was hard luck; they would manage somehow.
Natalie hurried back to her desk and grabbed her bag. As she waited for the lift she tried Scarlett’s mobile but got no answer. She should have been home by now, but perhaps she was having a shower after the soaking she got earlier.
The lift doors opened, and Natalie looked up from her phone.
‘Ed? What the hell are you doing here?’ she asked, once again not quite able to conquer the yearning for the security this man had always seemed to offer.
‘I need to talk to you, and it won’t wait till Friday. I’ve swapped shifts. Can we talk? Please, Natalie, it’s really important.’
Natalie pushed past him and into the lift.
‘I need to get back to Scarlett. I’m sorry, Ed. There’s something wrong with her, and I don’t know what it is.’
‘Can I come with you?’
‘No! Of course not. Nothing has changed.’
Ed ignored her and stepped into the lift, pressing the button for the ground floor.
‘But everything has changed. I’ve been trying to protect you, but I can’t do it any more. By shielding you, I’m effectively putting an end to us – to everything we could have together. You have to listen to me.’
‘What – more lies? More avoiding the truth?’
‘No, the truth. And with evidence.’
The lift had arrived at the ground floor and the doors were opening.
‘Look, Nat, I need five minutes. That’s all it will take, I promise. There’s a coffee shop next door. Can you just sit down and listen, then you can decide what to do?’
Natalie stopped in the foyer of the office block, not looking at Ed. She had known this man for all of her adult life and he had never once been anything other than a good friend, even before he was her lover. Was she being fair?
She raised her head and looked at him, the frown lines between his heavy brows seeming deeper than they had only ten days previously.
‘Okay. Five minutes.’
Ed’s whole body seemed to sag, as if every muscle had been tensed.
They went outside into what had now become a sunny day and into the coffee shop next door.
‘What can I get you?’ Ed asked.
‘It’s not a date, Ed. A glass of tap water will be fine.’
A smiling young waitress came to the table and took their order – coffee for Ed because he said he couldn’t just ask for two glasses of tap water, and a bottle of mineral water for Natalie.
As soon as the girl was gone, Ed started. ‘Before we get to the big stuff, let’s get the trivia out of the way. The camera.’
He pulled two sheets of paper from a small briefcase he was carrying and passed them across the table. Natalie could see that the top one was covered with small images which looked like Ed’s back garden.
‘Ed, I’m not stupid. You could have taken these yesterday having deleted anything you didn’t want me to see.’
‘Of course I could. So look at the second sheet.’
It was a receipt for a camera, bought two days before she left him. Natalie didn’t understand what this meant.
‘I bought the camera, Nat, because I’d suggested a holiday – you, me and Scarlett. I know you like to keep photographs, and I had nothing but my phone. It was supposed to be a surprise. I tried out a few shots in the garden when you were out.’
Natalie didn’t know what to say. It felt like one more thing to throw into the bucket of confusion.
‘Next. I did something that’s going to make you angry. After you left I was putting away the washing. Scarlett had been swimming and her costume was in the basket. I don’t know if she told you, but I took it to your apartment. Megan gave me the address, and I thought Scarlett might need it if she had nothing to do. I knew you wouldn’t come back to collect it. I also knew you’d be furious, so I waited outside hoping to see you leave the apartment before I went in.’
Natalie looked at him, horrified that he had been so devious and puzzled by the fact that Scarlett hadn’t told her.
‘I deserve that look. I wanted Scarlett to know that I care about her. I saw you leave, then I didn’t know if I was doing the right thing or not, so I spent most of the day trailing aimlessly around Manchester, trying to decide what to do. In the end, I delivered the parcel. I didn’t see Scarlett, but I know I should have told you. I was upset and confused, but it was the wrong thing to do.’
Natalie took a gulp of her water. She wanted to shout at Ed, but he was talking as if he was giving evidence in court. Clipped speech, precise and unemotional.
Ed didn’t wait for her to comment. ‘Finally, the important bit,’ he said. ‘I understand why you asked Alison to come and take the boxes. I do, really. But I was looking through them for a reason. You and I both know that Bernie used to scribble things down, and when I was helping you shift the boxes from your house in the first place, one of his notebooks fell out. It didn’t have much in it – at least, not much more than a few ideas for Christmas presents for you – but there was something else.’
He looked at Natalie, and she could see how difficult he was finding this.
‘Go on, Ed. Whatever it is, just tell me.’
‘What I found was the reason I was looking in the boxes – to see if there was anything else that would help me make sense of it.’ He put his hand in the briefcase and pulled out another sheet of paper. ‘This is a copy of one of the pages from the notebook. Do you recognise this writing?’
‘Of course I do. It’s Bernie’s.’
Natalie looked at the page, blank except for three lines:
http://3Yx7934j0che2254.onion
BigOwl1942
T******m
She looked up at Ed. ‘What does it mean? It looks like a web address but ends in dot onion. I’ve never seen that before.’
‘It’s a website on the dark web. The next line is the login, and the line after a hint for the password.’
The waitress delivered the coffee and water. ‘Anything else I can help you with?’ she asked with another beaming smile.
‘No, thanks,’ Ed said, never taking his eyes off Natalie.
‘What is it? What sort of website is it?’
She knew the answer before he spoke.
‘It’s the website you found on my computer – the one with the photographs of the kids. I checked it out when I found Bernie’s notebook.’
Natalie felt her throat close up. She thought she might be sick and hastily grabbed the glass of water, spilling a little as she raised it in shaking hands.
‘The password at the bottom took a bit of working out, but I got there in the end.’
Replacing the glass gently on the table, Natalie said, ‘It’s a pity you didn’t ask me. Bernie’s party trick – saying the alphabet backwards. It’s Tsrqponm.’
Ed nodded but didn’t say anything.
She lifted her eyes to his. ‘Why did he have a note of this website? Was it something to do with his work?’
‘That’s what I’ve been trying to find out without making too many waves. But I don’t think so. This particular site was set up a couple of months after Bernie went back into uniform. He’d left Operation Sphere so there’s no way he’d have had to know about it for the task force. I’ve checked if there were any investigations locally that I might not have been aware of, but there’s nothing.’
Natalie still stared at him. She had left Ed because of this, and because it made her doubt his feelings towards Scarlett. And now she didn’t know what to think.
For a moment she considered telling him about the receipt she had found with the apartment address on it. But he hadn’t finished.
‘There’s something else. The login didn’t only give me access as a user so I could look at the photos. It was an admin login. You know what that means, don’t you?’
Natalie did know, but she still wanted Ed to spell it out to her. He leaned across the table and held her hand, his thumb stroking her skin.
‘I’m sorry, love, but it means he was able to control the site, post the images and take money from the sick bastards who subscribed.’
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‘If you scream, little girl, I’ll throw you down the stairs,’ Lewis said as he dragged Scarlett through the door to the emergency exit. ‘Now, are you going to do this the easy way or the hard way?’
Scarlett looked down the flight of concrete steps then back at Lewis’s face, his eyes black and his mouth a thin, hard line. Her mouth was covered, so she gave a sharp nod of her head, hoping he would interpret it correctly. She had to do what he told her. She had no doubt that he would carry out his threat.
He slowly released his grip on her mouth, and she raised a hand to rub away the feel of his skin on hers. He shifted the arm that was circling her chest holding her captive against him, and grasped her upper arm, dragging her up the staircase. She stumbled as she tried to keep up with his long strides, but he didn’t let her fall. He yanked her upright and carried on walking.
‘Where are you taking me?’ Scarlett asked, a combination of tears and fear choking her. ‘Please don’t hurt me, Lewis. Please. I won’t tell anyone anything, I promise.’
Lewis stopped and spun round. Scarlett’s foot slipped off the step, her ankle crashing against the edge as it did. She tried to stifle a squeal of pain.
‘Shut your mouth. Not a word until I tell you. And keep your eyes on your feet if you don’t want to hurt yourself again.’
He shook her roughly by the arm and turned to begin climbing again, Scarlett limping and gasping each time her bad ankle had to take her weight. They passed the door to the top floor but carried on up. Where was he taking her?
As they rounded the final bend in the stairs, Scarlett risked a glance up and saw a door – another emergency exit. And there was only one place that could lead to. The roof.
She pulled back against Lewis’s hand. If she could just break free she could run down the stairs and back into the corridor of the top floor, screaming as she went. Someone would hear her, she was sure. But as she shifted her weight to her other leg, the ankle gave way beneath her. She wasn’t able to run anywhere, and anyway Lewis would be after her with the speed of a panther, snarling with anger and ready to fling her down the unyielding stairway. But if he got her to the roof, it could be so much worse.
As if sensing Scarlett’s impulse, Lewis tightened his grip on her and dragged her up the remaining steps. At the top he punched a code into the keypad, and the door clicked. He kicked it open with his right foot and hauled her out onto the flat roof, pushing her away from the door.
There was nowhere for Scarlett to run. She twisted her head from side to side, but the only break in the roof’s featureless surface was the door through which they had come, built into a small concrete stairhead to allow access, and a similar construction on the roof of the south wing. A low brick parapet ran around the edge of the roof. The buildings on either side were close, but slightly lower, so nobody would be able to see her from an office window. The only way out was back through the door. And Lewis was standing right in front of it.
He took two steps towards her, and she backed away, limping, never taking her eyes from him.
‘I wouldn’t step any further back, if I were you, little girl.’
Scarlett glanced behind. She was no more than a metre from the parapet, and if she backed into that she would fall straight over the edge, crashing onto the street below.
‘What do you want? I’ve said I won’t tell, and I won’t. I promise. Please, Lewis. Just let me go home.’
‘Shut up and listen. Don’t move. I need to tell you something – something I shouldn’t be telling anyone, let alone you. But I think it’s the only way, given what that stupid girl Kelsey has probably said.’
Scarlett watched his eyes, which were narrowed as if he were trying to decide what to say to her.
‘What I need to tell you, Scarlett, is hugely confidential. The truth is, I’m a policeman and I’m working undercover. Deep undercover. We’re setting up a trap that’s taken three years to organise. I’m sorry I threatened you with those photos, but I had to find a way of keeping you quiet.’
‘If you’re a policeman, why would you treat Kelsey so badly? Surely the police don’t allow that?’
‘I have to behave as badly as the real villains do, or nobody will believe me. You must have seen films with undercover cops taking part in armed robberies or selling drugs to kids? We do what we have to, because we need to rid the world of the scum who take advantage of girls like Kelsey.’
Scarlett looked at him, unsure whether to believe him or not. If she said she did, though, he might let her go.
‘I won’t tell anyone,’ she said.
Lewis wasn’t so easily fooled. ‘No, Scarlett. You don’t believe me. You’re just playing along, and as soon as I let you go you’ll go running to Mummy or PC Daddy and tell them everything, and they’ll call the police.’
‘Well what’s wrong with that? If you really are a policeman, they’ll confirm it.’
‘You are so innocent, young Scarlett. I’ll tell you why, shall I? The last policeman who worked on this case with me was killed. He wasn’t deep undercover like me – he was working with the team investigating these crimes. To all intents and purposes he was a regular cop, but he was working with me in secret. The only person who knew about him, about any of this, was our handler. And then this cop was killed – mown down, supposedly by joyriders, while he was out walking his daughter’s puppy.’
Scarlett felt her whole body freeze, tiny prickles piercing every inch of her skin. He meant her dad. She was certain of it.
She had never told Lewis that her dad was dead; she had lied and said her parents were divorced, and that her dad was a policeman – a very-much-alive policeman. Now she wanted to cry and scream and ask him about her dad, what he had done to make someone murder him, ask Lewis if he knew who had killed him. But then he would know that she had lied to him, and she had to make him trust her so he would let her go.
He was watching her, his eyes slightly closed as if to hide the emotions concealed behind them.
‘Why did someone want to kill this policeman?’ she asked, her voice shaking. She only just stopped herself from saying ‘my dad’.
‘Because he was getting too close. That’s why you can’t tell anyone, and definitely not the police. Nobody knows about this operation apart from my handler and his boss. And nobody must know, especially the police. Because at the very top of our list of suspects is a senior police officer.’
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Natalie raced up the metal staircase to the north wing, knowing that once the fierce rush of adrenaline was spent she would collapse like a rag doll. But for now the stress was keeping her going – that and her anger at Ed. Why hadn’t he left things well alone? Why did he have to start digging up things about Bernie now, a man who wasn’t alive to defend himself?
The photocopy of the note he had shown her seemed to be written in Bernie’s hand. But was it? She was no expert, but Bernie’s writing wouldn’t be particularly difficult to copy, if someone was of a mind to do that. Could Ed have done it to get himself out of the deep hole he had been in since Natalie had spotted the website on his computer? Who was she supposed to believe?
It wasn’t until she told Ed she needed time alone and didn’t want him to come back with her to the apartment that he had dealt the final blow.
‘I’m sorry, Nat. I love you. I think you know that. I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you, and that’s why, as I discovered things about Bernie, I’ve tried so hard to hide them from you. I wanted all your memories of him to be good.’
‘They are all good,’ Natalie shouted at him, causing the young waitress to give them a nervous look.
Ed shook his head in defeat. ‘Think about it, darling. Please just think about it.’ He reached out his hand to cover hers.
Natalie snatched her hand away and pushed her chair back, rising from her seat to leave. Bernie’s name was going to be dragged through the mud, and she suddenly felt that she was the only one who cared enough to defend him.
‘I’m sorry,’ Ed said again. ‘Bernie was my friend, but that website he was looking at didn’t get there by chance, and he had administration rights.’
‘So you keep saying, but you’re being ridiculous, Ed.’ Natalie banged her clenched fists on the table and leaned towards him, spitting the words at him. What she really wanted to do was put two hands around his throat and squeeze. He was dismantling, piece by jagged piece, the memories she had of her husband, and he didn’t have the right to do that.
Ed grabbed her wrists, but she jerked them out of his grasp. Still standing, she glared at this man who she had thought she loved, hating him for what he was doing. It didn’t make sense anyway. Bernie was a self-confessed technophobe.
People were staring, but she didn’t care. ‘You and I both know that Bernie had absolutely zero understanding of computers. He could no more have set up that website than I could fly to the moon. Whatever the explanation is, it’s not what you’re thinking.’
‘Whether he set it up or just had access, it’s the kind of web address that you have to be given by someone in the know. It was hidden on the dark web, for God’s sake,’ Ed said, rubbing one hand distractedly over his shaved head. ‘If Bernie was working with someone else, we need to find out who it was. That’s why I have to report this. I’m going to talk to the guy heading up the new investigation. His name’s Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas, and whether you agree or not, he’s going to want to talk to you. The very least I could do is give you warning. Bernie was into some bad shit, and it’s best you heard it from me.’
She glared at the man who was turning her world upside down, but he wasn’t able to meet her gaze. What was this going to do to Scarlett?
That thought spurred her to action, and she ran out of the café without a further word and raced back to the apartment. She had to get to her daughter, tell her of these lies, protect her from any further hurt.
She dashed along the sunlit corridor bordering the courtyard and turned left into the short stretch before their apartment.
‘Shit,’ she muttered when the lights failed to come on, but the gloom barely slowed her down. Keeping the fingers of her right hand hovering close to the wall, she made it to the door and raised her hand to knock.
To Natalie’s surprise, the door swung open. Scarlett couldn’t have closed it properly behind her.
‘Scarlett!’ she shouted as she walked through the door.
There was no answer. The sitting room was empty. Natalie flung open the door to the bedroom. There was no sign of Scarlett, not even a pile of damp clothes on the floor. In fact there was no evidence that she had been back at all. But the door was unlocked and Scarlett had Natalie’s keys. So where was she?
All she could think was that her daughter had needed her help and she had failed her. The strength left Natalie in an instant, and her body sagged, the taut muscles turning to jelly. She lowered herself onto the edge of the bed, her shoulders bent, arms dangling between her knees.
‘I need you, Bernie,’ she whispered.
*
Lewis knew Dad.
It was all Scarlett could think. She wanted to ask him about the case they had been working on, to hear what a fantastic job her dad had been doing, but all she could do was stare at this man who had terrified the life out of her and be grateful he wasn’t going to hurt her. At least, she didn’t think so.
‘Can I trust you with this?’ he asked.
Scarlett nodded, knowing she couldn’t admit to lying to him about her dad if she wanted him to have any faith in her.
‘Maybe you could help find out who killed the policeman who was working with you,’ she said.
‘I am, Scarlett. Every day we’re getting a bit closer. But do you understand why you can’t tell anyone, not even your mum?’
Scarlett didn’t want to keep this to herself. It was too big a secret, and the thought of holding it inside threatened to choke her.
‘Oh, but my mum would understand. Honestly she would. I’m sure she’d want to help too.’
Lewis shook his head. ‘No, Scarlett. That’s not how it works. I know you said your dad’s a policeman, but you mustn’t tell him either. It’s dangerous. I can only tell you because nobody’s going to suspect a teenager of knowing anything. But if these people think your mum’s involved, she might be the next one to die, and I’m sure you don’t want that to happen, do you?’
That hadn’t occurred to Scarlett, and she wished Lewis hadn’t told her. She needed time to think about all this, especially her dad. He had been a hero, but nobody knew.
‘Okay, I won’t tell anyone.’ She looked up into his dark eyes and wished she could read the secrets hiding there. ‘Can I go now, please?’
‘Only when you’ve promised me.’ One side of his mouth lifted in a half-smile, and Scarlett knew he was making fun of her, reminding her of when she made him promise not to come into the room while she was getting changed.
She shuddered at the memory. ‘I promise,’ she whispered.
Lewis stood to one side, indicating with his arm that she should go in front of him, back through the door down into the apartment building. She did as he asked, but when they reached the top of the stairs Scarlett gripped the banister tightly, putting as little weight on her sore ankle as possible. As she descended, one step at a time, the only sound was her own breathing and the squeak of her trainers on the concrete steps. Lewis’s tread on the stairs was almost silent, and an image flashed through her mind of one of his legs reaching out from behind, winding around her knees, hooking them from under her so she went hurtling down to her death.
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Tom was becoming increasingly frustrated by the lack of results in the investigations that Becky and her team were focusing on. As always, he was overseeing several other cases but these two were getting under his skin.
He pushed aside the files and reports he had been reading and grabbed a clean sheet of paper and a pen. Starting with Bernie Gray, he began listing facts about the police officer’s life with arrows pointing to questions they needed to answer.
Was he having an affair, and if so with whom? Did his wife know about it, and was that reason enough to kill him? Did his mistress or her partner have a reason to kill Bernie? Or was it some other kind of relationship, and if it was as manipulative as PC Jenkins had suggested, would that provide a greater motive for murder?
If Bernie Gray had been killed on purpose, and not by a random joyrider, then it meant his killer had to be aware of Bernie’s puppy-walking routine. How many people would know that?
If his marriage was falling apart, had his wife secretly been in love with Ed Cooper?
Bernie had been involved in Operation Sphere, working on finding people grooming young teenagers, predominantly girls. Could that be related to his murder?
Under a separate column headed ‘Operation Sphere’, Tom wrote down the name Amber Blackwood, the girl who had made the Crimestoppers report before Bernie left the team. There had to have been a leak because the man calling himself Jed had cleared out of his studio before they got to him. Could the leak have been Bernie? Keith had checked through the files though, and Bernie Gray was off duty the day Amber made the report.
Jennifer Bale had suffered a similar experience to Amber as far as they could tell, and given that the whole purpose of Operation Sphere had been to catch people like the man who had ‘owned’ Jennifer and Amber, there had to be a connection. Tom didn’t believe in coincidences.
He scrunched the paper into a ball and aimed it at the wastepaper basket. He missed. ‘Bollocks,’ he said, pushing himself up from his chair to pick up his litter.
A movement caught in the corner of his eye alerted him to the fact that he wasn’t alone, and he looked up to see Becky standing in his open doorway, leaning on the doorjamb with her arms folded.
‘Lousy shot,’ she said.
‘Lousy everything at the moment,’ Tom said, sitting back down. ‘I know there’s something I’m missing and it won’t come to me.’
‘Well, here’s a little diversion for you.’ Becky pushed herself upright and came into the room, closing the door behind her. Tom raised his eyebrows. He rarely felt the need for privacy.
‘We’ve got a visitor downstairs who wants to know if you have half an hour for a chat about Bernard Gray’s death.’
‘Who?’ Tom asked, still not sure what the cloak-and-dagger stuff was all about.
‘It’s Sergeant Edward Cooper, Gray’s best mate, colleague, and his wife’s new lover. He’s one of ours, so I didn’t want the whole department talking about it and rumours flying around. Do you want to see him, or should I do it on my own?’
‘No chance, Becky. I want to meet this man for myself – see what he’s all about. He’s a police officer, so he’ll know he’s potentially under the spotlight, given that he’s moved in with his dead mate’s widow, particularly as he claims to have been in love with her for all his adult life.’
‘Yes, but he’s hardly likely to have admitted that if he had killed off the opposition, is he?’
‘Maybe he’s expecting us to think that. Maybe it’s a double bluff.’
Becky rolled her eyes. ‘Let’s just see what he has to say, shall we?’ She turned and headed towards the door.
‘Can you show him in, get him a cup of tea or something, and I’ll be down in five minutes?’
‘What you really mean is, can I play nice and see how confident or nervous he is, assess how he reacts to the mention of his dead best friend and press a few buttons to find out why his relationship with Natalie Gray lasted such a short time? Would that be about the sum of it?’ She gave him a knowing grin, pulled the door open and walked out without waiting for a response.
*
Becky observed Edward Cooper quietly for a few moments as he sat in reception. He was leaning forward, rubbing his hands together, interlocking his fingers as if he were about to pray. Then he sat back for a moment or two, then forward again, as if he couldn’t get comfortable. From his demeanour she felt certain there was something there – some fragment of truth that might make all the pieces fit together. The skill would be in finding it.
Before he had the chance to realise he was being watched she walked briskly towards him, gave him her best smile and held out her hand to shake.
‘Thanks for coming in to see us, Sergeant Cooper,’ she said, having introduced herself. ‘DCI Douglas will be down shortly, so I thought we might make a start without him. Is that okay with you?’
‘It’s fine. I don’t know whether what I’m about to tell you will help or not, but it’s not something I should keep to myself.’
‘Can I get you a drink while we’re waiting?’ she asked.
‘Just water, please.’
Becky organised the water, showed Cooper into an interview room and sat down opposite him.
‘Maybe you could start by telling me how you knew Sergeant Gray.’
He shuffled around in his seat and cleared his throat before explaining that they had been mates at school and had both decided to join the police as soon as they were eighteen.
‘And Natalie Gray – when did you first meet her?’
Cooper narrowed his eyes slightly, clearly uncertain about where this questioning was going.
‘We both met Nat the same night. It was at a party when she was in the sixth form at school. We were doing our training at the time. We tossed a coin for which of us got to chat her up.’
One side of Cooper’s mouth slid up in a half-smile at the memory.
‘And you lost?’
‘No. Actually I won, but sadly she just wanted to know who my friend was and whether he had a girlfriend or not. It was pretty clear to me that she preferred Bernie, so I backed off and left them to it.’
For a moment Becky wasn’t sure what to say. This man had admitted that he had been in love with Natalie Gray for years, and yet he hadn’t fought for her when he’d had the chance.
‘Tell me about your relationship with Bernard Gray,’ she said, watching him closely to see if there were any chinks there – any indication that he had hated his friend for stealing the love of his life. His face was expressionless, with no sign of grief over Bernie’s death. Equally he wasn’t obviously gloating that he had – albeit briefly – finally won his prize.
‘We were good friends. I don’t know what else to say, really.’ He gave a slight shrug. ‘We worked together, and I respected him as a colleague. We socialised a lot, enjoyed each other’s company, had a shared love of films. I’m Scarlett’s godfather too. We live in a small village, so obviously we saw each other all the time.’
‘What was Bernie Gray like, as a person?’
Sergeant Cooper stared at the table between them, as if he was trying to conjure up an image of his dead friend. He didn’t raise his eyes to Becky’s as he spoke.
‘I’m not sure I know how to answer that. I had always believed he was honest and straightforward, but now I don’t know what to think. He was always up for a laugh, liked to party – which usually meant he drank too much, but he’s not alone there. Natalie was very tolerant. She’s the kind of person who likes to imagine everything is hunky-dory, if you know what I mean. She doesn’t like confrontation and prefers to assume the best in people. She certainly felt that way about Bernie. He could do no wrong in her eyes.’
Becky detected a slight note of bitterness in Cooper’s voice, and she couldn’t help noticing how quickly he had moved the conversation away from Bernie and on to the topic of his favourite person, Natalie Gray. Maybe it was time to press some buttons.
‘So if Mrs Gray always thinks the best of people – which is what I think you’re suggesting – what was so bad about living with you that she had to leave after such a short time?’
Sergeant Cooper lifted wide eyes to Becky, and it was clear that he had no idea what to say.
*
As Tom entered the interview room it was immediately apparent that there was tension in the air. He often wondered how it was that something so intangible could be so unmistakable, but whatever had just been said, it had made Sergeant Cooper uncomfortable.
Tom introduced himself and sat down next to Becky. ‘Don’t let me interrupt. Where were you up to?’
‘Sergeant Cooper was about to tell me what caused him and Mrs Gray to split up.’
Cooper put both hands palms down on the table in front of him and leaned back in his seat as if to show that this line of questioning didn’t distress him.
‘I came here voluntarily today to give you information I thought you might find useful. I really don’t want to get into a discussion about my relationship with Natalie.’
Becky looked as if she was about to pursue this, but Tom could see the man was getting agitated. He may have adopted a relaxed pose, but the constant flicking of his middle finger with the nail of his thumb told a different story.
Tom glanced quickly at Becky and she clearly got the message. They needed to get what they could from Cooper before backing him into a corner, if that became necessary.
Tom gave what he hoped was a reassuring smile.
‘We appreciate you coming in, Sergeant Cooper. You’re no doubt aware that Bernard Gray’s death was always considered to be an accident, but we’re now reviewing everything in the light of what may potentially be new evidence.’
Ed Cooper’s eyes locked onto Tom’s. ‘Does Natalie know this?’
‘I’m not prepared to talk about our conversations with Mrs Gray. Look, Sergeant Cooper, nobody’s trying to put you in a difficult position, so why don’t you tell us why you’re here?’
Cooper pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and passed it across the table. Tom could see that the page contained nothing other than a web address and login details.
‘I found details of this website in Bernie’s things. I’ve looked at the site, and as Inspector Robinson seems so keen to understand what caused Natalie and me to split, it’s because she found a link to it on my computer and I refused to give her an explanation. At the time I thought it would be kinder not to shatter her illusions about her husband. The site sells indecent images of young teenagers. Most look to be about twelve or thirteen, but looks can be deceptive as we all know.’
Tom watched the man’s expression carefully. Could he be making this up to hide his own involvement? Natalie Gray had obviously been ready to accept that Cooper was guilty.
‘I’m sure you’re aware that Gray was on the Operation Sphere team, aren’t you?’ Tom said. ‘I’m not entirely surprised that he had information about a website such as the one you describe. Why do you think it’s important?’
Cooper’s eyebrows came together, and he looked at Tom as if he was totally missing the point.
‘It’s highly unlikely that anyone on Operation Sphere would have had administration rights for a site like this, but maybe not impossible.’ He pulled something out of his small briefcase. ‘This is the original notebook from which I took the photocopy. I didn’t want his wife to see the whole thing, so I told her the only other notes were about Christmas presents. They weren’t. Take a look.’
Cooper pushed a notebook across the table to Tom. It was inside a plastic bag, and Tom emptied it out onto the table, careful not to touch the cover. They would need to be certain that Bernie Gray had actually handled the notebook, although many people had undoubtedly touched it since its manufacture. The cover was plain black, and Tom placed his fingers inside the plastic bag to act as a glove and held the edge of the notebook. He used a pen to flick it open.
‘Go forward a couple of pages,’ said Cooper. Tom did so. ‘There.’
Bernie had written one word: ‘FREEDOM!!!’ The capital letters were large, and it seemed as if the word itself evoked the sense of escape that Bernie seemed to be looking for. But escape from what?
Tom turned to the next page, which was headed ‘Option 1’. Under it was ‘TRUTH?’ He looked up at Edward Cooper, who nodded his head slightly as if to say, Go on. Tom turned to the next page, which was headed ‘Option 2’. On that page he saw the details of the website Cooper had told them about, exactly as the photocopy showed.
‘There’s no saying how long ago he wrote this, is there?’ Tom said.
‘Turn back to the title page, sir.’
Tom did as he suggested and saw the reason for Cooper’s conviction that the notes had been written long after Bernie Gray had left the Operation Sphere team. On the title page was an inscription. It appeared the notebook had been a Christmas present given to Gray just days before he died.
‘Natalie and Bernie were big fans of Christmas, and even if they couldn’t afford expensive presents they all had stockings with lots of little gifts. This was one of them, I imagine, because it says it’s from Santa.’
On the page immediately after the title page and before the notes that Bernie had written was a year planner with each of the few days between New Year and his death crossed through. A date two days after he died had been circled with a heavy hand that had nearly ripped through the page. It was clear that something important would happen on that day.
‘Where did you find it, if Mrs Gray knew nothing about it?’ Tom asked, closing the notebook.
‘I told her it had dropped out of one of the boxes when she was moving into my house, but that isn’t strictly true. I found it inside an old VHS box. I was looking through everything of Bernie’s that Natalie had brought with her, checking if there was anything that I would prefer her not to see.’
‘What do you mean?’ Becky asked.
Cooper paused for a moment as if measuring his words. ‘In the months before he died I felt sure Bernie had secrets. He wasn’t himself. I knew it was Natalie’s plan to go through everything of his with her daughter, and if there was anything incriminating – anything that might upset them both – I thought it better to remove it.’
‘Did you find anything else?’
‘No. Natalie asked her friend Alison to move the boxes to her place before I had the chance to go through everything.’
‘And you think he was concealing this notebook, do you?’ Tom asked.
‘I think he hid it in the VHS box because he knew Natalie would never think of looking inside.’
‘Do you think the content is significant?’
‘I didn’t know what to make of it. He seemed to have three options for achieving his freedom – from what, I don’t know. The third one means nothing to me, though.’
Tom flicked through the notebook until he came to the page headed ‘Option 3’. He stared at the two words written there for a moment and then pushed the book across the table with his pen to Becky. He didn’t need to look at her to know that she would understand instantly.
The final route to freedom was a name known only to a few – the original members of Operation Sphere and now Tom’s team. Amber Blackwood. The girl who had filed the original report with Crimestoppers two years ago. Six months before Bernie Gray died.
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Scarlett quietly let herself into the apartment with her mum’s key. It was hard to believe everything that had happened that day, but now she finally understood it all. Her dad had been working undercover in a dangerous world, and that’s why he had died. It didn’t diminish the pain of having lost him or the dreadful memory of the last words she had spoken to him, but she was so proud of him. Maybe that was what all the secrecy had been about in the last few months of his life. He hadn’t been allowed to tell them, so when he went out more often than usual it must have been because he was meeting Lewis or their ‘handler’, as Lewis called their boss. She still didn’t understand why he had received that text, but maybe he hadn’t been having an affair at all. Maybe there was another explanation. Scarlett now felt guilty that she had ever thought that – and that she had accused her dad.
The weight of believing that he was cheating on her mum was finally lifted, but now she had to work out how best to keep his memory safe. She was going to have to be so careful about what she said to anyone, including the police. For her dad’s sake, she had to keep Lewis’s secrets safe. She closed the apartment door quietly and leaned on it for a moment.
‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ she whispered. ‘But I won’t let you down.’
Her thoughts were so focused on all she had discovered that it was a moment or two before she noticed that her mum’s bag was on the breakfast bar. She was about to shout, ‘Hello!’ when she heard her voice coming through the open bedroom door. She sounded upset, and Scarlett moved silently across the room.
‘I’ve been trying to track down the agent that rented the flat to me, but the phone isn’t answered. The address on the agreement is in south Manchester, but I can’t find them on the Internet.’ There was a pause. ‘Of course it matters! Bernie had a note of this address – and another apartment in the south wing. Don’t you think that’s odd?’
Scarlett didn’t know who her mum was speaking to, but there was a long gap while she listened to whoever was on the other end of the line.
‘Yes. I’m telling you. It was written on a receipt from a couple of days before he died, and I’ve got no idea why.’
Silence again, but this time briefer. ‘I found it yesterday, but so much else has been going on that I’d forgotten all about it until now. It’s weird, and I’m beginning to think that I didn’t know my husband at all. It’s as if he had a secret life that he managed very successfully to hide from me.’
Scarlett gasped. She was right, of course, but Lewis said she mustn’t be told. It would be dangerous. Scarlett needed to stop this before any other clues were given away.
She turned back to the kitchen area and dropped the keys noisily on the worktop and shouted, ‘Hi, Mum. I wasn’t expecting you to be home.’
‘Scarlett’s here. I’ve got to go.’ Scarlett heard the words spoken hurriedly as she pushed open the door to the bedroom, her wide smile hopefully convincing her mum that all was okay.
‘Who were you speaking to?’ she asked.
Her mum looked distracted and shook her head. ‘Just the letting agent. Anyway, I thought you were coming straight home. Where’ve you been?’
Scarlett silently acknowledged to herself that neither of them seemed prepared to tell the other the truth at the moment. Whoever she had been speaking to, it wasn’t the letting agent.
And now it was Scarlett’s turn. ‘Oh, I’d dried off by the time I got close to home, so I went down to the Printworks to see what films were coming up.’
‘But the front door was open.’
‘What?’ Scarlett suddenly realised what must have happened. She couldn’t have closed the door properly when she ran out after Kelsey.
‘It was the fire alarm,’ she said. ‘I didn’t realise the door hadn’t closed behind me. I’m sorry, Mum.’
‘It doesn’t matter. No harm done. Just make sure you lock it when you’re inside, okay? Anyway, what’s on at the cinema? Do you want to go?’
‘No. Nothing exciting. I’m going to have that shower now, though, if that’s okay.’
Maybe it would be better if they went to the cinema, Scarlett thought. That way they wouldn’t have to spend the rest of the evening lying to each other.
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Tom and Becky were standing outside the interview room. Edward Cooper had received a call on his mobile and had said he would like to take it in private, if that was okay. It seemed easier to leave him in the room so that Tom and Becky could talk.
Tom glanced through the small window in the door. Cooper was running a hand over his bald head, and he looked worried.
‘What did you make of the notebook, Becky?’
‘The most obvious interpretation is that Bernie Gray was planning on escaping his life for a better one. Freedom probably means that he felt trapped. If he was running the website he would be pulling in a lot of money, so perhaps he was planning on using that to set himself up elsewhere.’
‘I agree, but what does Truth mean? How does that give him an escape? And how did Amber Blackwood provide him with an out from his current life?’
Becky bit her bottom lip. ‘I don’t know. According to Megan Jenkins he wanted to extricate himself from the relationship with the other woman, so maybe that’s what he meant by Freedom. What are we not getting here, Tom? It’s looking more and more likely that he was killed on purpose, given that his life and the lives of those around him were more complex than they originally looked. But if that’s the case, someone needed to know his routine, know he was going to be out that morning at that exact time.’
Tom looked through the window into the interview room. Cooper had ended his call and was looking concerned about something.
‘And another thing,’ Becky said. ‘Given that Cooper is so obviously jealous of the fact that Natalie thought Bernie was perfect, why was he trying to protect her from finding the notebook or any of her husband’s other secrets?’
‘Oh, that’s an easy one to explain. You’ve know the saying, “Don’t shoot the messenger”? If Cooper had shattered all her illusions about her husband she would have hated him for it, irrational as it seems. Smart move to keep quiet, if you ask me. Let’s go and have another chat with him. Maybe he can throw some light on Bernie Gray’s supposed affair. Another piece of news he wouldn’t want to pass on to Natalie, at a guess.’
Tom pushed the door open and stood back to let Becky go ahead of him.
‘Is everything okay, Sergeant Cooper? You’re looking a bit worried,’ Tom said.
‘No, no. It’s just a work thing.’
Tom was certain it was something more than that, but he couldn’t force the man to tell him.
‘There’s something else we wanted to run by you,’ Tom said. ‘We’ve been informed that Bernie Gray was having an affair. Do you know anything about that?’
Cooper’s mouth set into a grim line and he glowered across the table at Tom. ‘I don’t know why anyone would have told you that. I’m sure it’s not true.’
‘Well, it seems that Scarlett thought so too. She originally believed her father was having an affair with her mother’s best friend.’
‘What, Alison?’ Cooper barked out a laugh, but it sounded forced to Tom.
‘According to our source, Sergeant Gray was having an affair with a nurse. Is Alison a nurse?’
‘No, and as far as I’m aware Bernie didn’t know any nurses. And Alison Morgan’s a teacher. An art teacher.’
Cooper carried on talking, but for Tom the sounds in the room blurred into nothing more than a background murmur. He had to focus on what the man had just said and why it suddenly mattered.
Alison Morgan’s a teacher. An art teacher. Why was that setting bells clanging furiously in Tom’s head? He breathed in deeply as one very large piece of the puzzle slotted into place.
Becky was speaking, but Tom didn’t notice as he interrupted.
‘Where does she teach, Sergeant Cooper? Alison Morgan.’
‘Somewhere in Manchester now, I think. Moved there a while back.’
Not only was Tom pretty sure which school Alison Morgan taught at, but he thought he had actually met her. He’d had no reason to associate Miss Morgan, Jennifer Bale’s form teacher, with Alison Morgan who happened to be Natalie Gray’s best friend. It was a common enough surname. But it was a hell of coincidence, and he had one more question.
‘Do you know where she taught before her move to Manchester?’
He knew the answer before it came.
‘She taught in Failsworth, from what I can remember.’
And no doubt, Tom thought, in her role as art teacher she had organised a trip to a gallery with a group of girls. One of whom was Amber Blackwood.
Before Tom was able to process his thoughts and decide exactly how Alison Morgan fitted into this complex puzzle, there was a knock on the door and Keith popped his head in.
‘Sir, ma’am, do you have a moment?’
Tom and Becky excused themselves and followed Keith out into the corridor.
‘What’s up?’ Becky asked. Keith wouldn’t have interrupted them for nothing.
‘Kieran O’Connor – the young man whose DNA was on the whisky bottle found in the car that killed Bernard Gray – his alibi has finally checked out. He had difficulty telling one day from another around that time, and from what we can gather he seems to have been permanently drunk. God knows where his parents were. Anyway, we’ve got photos to show he was where he claimed to be that morning, because they were posted online by one of his mates. He was suffering in a big way from overindulgence the night before, and for some unknown reason the sight of him vomiting was thought to be of general interest to his friends.’
‘Shit. Can he remember where and when he dumped the car?’ Tom asked.
‘Well now that he knows his alibi’s holding up, he’s become a bit more communicative. He’s already told us he abandoned the car in the early hours of the morning about six hours after he stole it, which would make it two days before Sergeant Gray was killed. But what we didn’t know is that he ditched it because he was being followed.’
‘How does he know that?’ Becky said.
‘Because when he saw the lights of the car behind him he’d tried going down some back roads, doubling back on himself, but the car stuck with him, so there was no doubt about it. The vehicle in pursuit was dazzling him in his rear-view mirror with its headlights on full beam, so he couldn’t see what sort of a car it was or who was driving, and although the car pulled up behind him when he stopped and made a run for it, nobody got out to give chase.’
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For once Natalie had been glad that Scarlett had chosen to sleep on the sofa the night before. She hadn’t queried it with her daughter, knowing that if they had shared a bed she might have been tempted to pour out all her worries. Ed had tried to call her twice, but she had rejected his calls, and she still had no idea why Bernie had had the address of the apartment they were living in. She had decided that as soon as she could she would go round and check out who lived in apartment 210S, the other number scrawled on the back of the receipt. Perhaps they would be able to solve the puzzle for her.
She didn’t know if she should believe Ed’s story about finding the details of that awful website in Bernie’s junk either. He could have made that up to disguise his own part in it all.
She felt a wave of guilt wash over her for not trusting Ed, believing instead in the one man who couldn’t answer for himself, but if one of them was lying she hoped it wasn’t her lovely Bernie. She had never doubted him, and had always been certain that he loved her and Scarlett, even in those last few months when he hadn’t been himself. She had tried to give him the space to work out whatever was bothering him, and he had known that if he needed to talk to her about anything, she would have listened.
During the night Natalie had made one other decision. She was going to go into the office this morning and tell that bastard Bruce that she was taking some leave – unpaid if necessary. She wasn’t prepared to leave Scarlett on her own any longer.
Natalie accepted that her knee-jerk reaction – wanting to get Scarlett away from Ed as soon as possible – had resulted in her daughter being cast adrift from her friends, and now she and Scarlett needed to work out together where they went from here.
She jumped out of bed with renewed determination. Scarlett had to come first, and if Bruce didn’t like it, he could lump it. She walked into the sitting room and saw that Scarlett was once again feigning sleep. She ignored her daughter’s clear aversion to having a conversation and sat down on the coffee table next to the sofa, leaning forward to talk softly to her.
‘Scarlett, I know you can hear me, so stop pretending. I’m going to have a shower and go into the office now, but only to tell them that I’m taking some leave. There’s a lot going on, and I haven’t been fair on you. I’ll be back by lunchtime at the latest, and then we’re going to work out what we do next. Okay?’
Scarlett opened her eyes a fraction, and Natalie was shocked at the sadness she saw there. She knew Scarlett had been bored, but there was something else. Something that Natalie didn’t understand.
She reached out an arm and stroked her daughter’s soft cheek with the backs of her fingers.
‘Sweetheart, I don’t know what’s going on in your head, but I should. I’m so sorry – I was trying to protect you. But I know there’s something else bothering you, and when I get back, you need to tell me what it is. And I promise to tell you everything as well. Trust me, baby. Please?’
The smile that Scarlett gave her seemed forced, but at least she was making an effort, so Natalie pushed herself up from the table and leaned over her daughter to kiss her on her forehead.
‘I love you, Scarlett,’ she said softly.
All she had to do now was gear herself up for a fight with Bruce. She went into the bathroom and shut the door.
*
Natalie was almost at the office when her mobile rang. It was a number she didn’t recognise.
‘Mrs Gray, it’s Detective Inspector Becky Robinson from Greater Manchester Police. We met last week, if you remember, when you came in for a chat about your husband, Bernard.’
‘Yes, I remember. What can I do for you, Inspector?’
‘We’d like to pop in to see you to chat through a few things that have come to light in the last couple of days. Or you could come here, if you prefer. But we might want a word with Scarlett too, if she’s around. When would it be convenient?’
‘How soon do you want to do this?’ Natalie asked.
‘Today, please.’
Natalie stopped walking, and a man muttered an obscenity as he almost crashed into the back of her.
Why so soon? What could have happened?
Ed had said he was going to talk to someone about the case, so maybe that was why he had been trying to call last night. Perhaps the police wanted to know whether she thought Bernie was capable of being involved with that horrible website. She hoped they didn’t mention anything about it in front of Scarlett.
Then she remembered that she had promised to be honest with her daughter, so it was important to talk to her before the police arrived.
‘Mrs Gray, are you still there?’
‘Yes, I’m sorry. I was trying to work out the logistics. I’m going into the office to tell them that I’m taking some leave, but I should be home again by 10.30, so any time after that would be fine.’
‘Shall we say 11.30, then, to give you a bit of time? And I won’t be coming alone. Detective Chief Inspector Douglas wants to talk to you too. If you could make sure Scarlett’s there, that would be perfect.’
The two women said their goodbyes and Natalie continued on her way to the office, following the route on autopilot as she wondered what on earth they wanted to talk to her about.
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Scarlett had just got out of the shower when she heard her phone beep. She was hoping it was one of her friends, finally saying they had managed to organise a trip into town for the day. She needed a distraction from all that was happening.
It wasn’t a friend: The police want to talk to us again and they’re coming to the apartment. DCI Douglas and his inspector. Please, sweetheart, can you be home from 10.30? I really need to talk to you before the police get there. Love you, Mum xx
She hadn’t been planning on going out anyway, but her mum was going to want to know what had been troubling her lately, and she couldn’t tell her. Lewis said it was dangerous, and given what had happened to her dad, she had to believe him.
It was as if thinking about Lewis had summoned him up, because at that moment her phone rang and his name popped up.
‘Hi,’ she said, feeling shy as she remembered yesterday and how frightened she had been of him.
‘Are you okay, Scarlett? I’m sorry I scared you yesterday, but you were so close to blowing three years of work – an operation that a man died for – so I had to make sure you understood.’
‘That’s okay. I do get it, honestly,’ she said, feeling a tingle of excitement that she might be helping in a case that her dad had worked on.
‘Listen. I’ve had word from my handler at force HQ. I told you, he’s the only person who knows the full scope of what’s happening, and he keeps tabs on everything that’s going on around him. He says that some time today a senior policeman is going to try to arrange an interview with you.’
Scarlett swallowed a murmur of surprise. ‘My mum’s just told me. He’s coming this morning. But I haven’t forgotten what you said – that I have to be careful who I trust.’
As if sensing her doubts, Lewis spoke to her gently, but even she could detect the steel in his words. ‘Remember, little girl, this is dangerous.’
Scarlett forced herself to answer. He had called her little girl again. He didn’t think she could be trusted. But she could. Even if she wouldn’t do this for Lewis, she had to do it for her dad.
‘I won’t say a word, Lewis. I promise.’
‘The man who’s coming to see you is DCI Douglas. Has your mum told you that?’
‘Yes, it was in her text.’
‘Well he’s a clever sod – used to getting people to break under pressure. Trust me, I’ve seen him in action.’
Scarlett said nothing for a moment. She didn’t know what to do. How could she lie to this police officer? Her dad had always told her to trust the police, but even she knew that some of them were corrupt.
‘Tell him nothing, and remember that by saying the wrong thing you’re not only putting yourself in danger, you’re putting your mum in danger too. We don’t want another death, do we?’
‘But Lewis, this man’s a chief inspector. Surely he can be trusted?’
‘I told you to trust no one, especially not DCI Douglas. He’s the worst of the lot. He’s right at the centre of all this. He likes little girls, Scarlett. He’s the man we’ve been trying to catch for the last three years.’
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Becky had been working her way through the tasks they had identified at the end of the previous evening. They had drawn a blank with the car that killed Bernie. It seemed as if it had simply disappeared in the forty-eight hours between O’Connor dumping it and Bernie being killed. The ANPR and any local CCTV had been checked eighteen months ago and they had found nothing.
As well as organising the appointment with Natalie Gray and her daughter, Becky had phoned Megan Jenkins to ask her to come into the station for a formal interview. It was time Jenkins told them the truth about who Bernie Gray had been having an affair with, and they needed to know who else he might have confided in.
Becky had also asked Keith to read through all the statements from the Operation Sphere officers. Bernie hadn’t been on duty the day Amber Blackwood had called Crimestoppers, but statements had been taken from the whole team when it became clear there was a leak. Given the evidence that Gray might have been involved in the sale of indecent images of children and he had written the name Amber Blackwood in his notebook, it seemed possible that he was the source. But they needed more information.
Becky couldn’t understand why Tom didn’t want to speak to Alison Morgan yet. He was stalling, and this didn’t make any sense to her. Tom said it could wait until Megan Jenkins and Natalie Gray had been interviewed. He had a feeling they would only get one shot at Morgan and he wanted to gather as much evidence as he could before he showed his hand. He had thought Morgan a cold fish when he met her, in spite of what he referred to as her crocodile tears at the death of Jennifer Bale, but in his view everything they had against her was circumstantial so they needed all their ducks in a row before alerting her to their interest.
This felt wrong to Becky. Alison Morgan was Natalie Gray’s best friend, and Natalie’s husband had admin access to a website selling indecent images of young teenagers – kids that Alison Morgan may well have set up. The missing piece of the puzzle was the photographer who had been having sex with the girls, very probably with the intention of offering their young bodies to other perverts. Even if they didn’t have enough to charge Alison Morgan, they could at least question her, and Tom’s intransigence was frustrating Becky.
Her irritation at her boss was interrupted by the phone. Megan Jenkins had arrived.
*
‘PC Jenkins, we have had to make this a formal interview because we need some facts from you, facts which you seemed unwilling to share when you talked to me earlier this week.’
By tacit agreement both Becky and Megan referred to each other by rank now, and when Becky had introduced Tom, she hadn’t missed Megan’s discomfort when she realised she was being interviewed by a detective chief inspector.
‘You told DI Robinson about Sergeant Gray’s extramarital relationship – whether sexual or not isn’t relevant,’ Tom said.
‘Yes, sir. When Bernie – Sergeant Gray – told me about that first night, it never occurred to me that he would see her again. I told him he was a stupid wanker – excuse me, sir – but I thought that would be the end of it. It was only later that I realised she’d got him cornered and had coerced him into seeing her again.’
‘And you know for certain she didn’t kill him, DI Robinson tells me. But how do you know she didn’t pay someone else to? Did that never occur to you?’
Megan Jenkins was sitting very straight in her chair, dressed in her uniform, and she looked a different person to the live wire Becky had met two days earlier. Her skin was paler, and under the dark mass of her hair she looked almost ghostly, as if sleep had eluded her.
‘I understand your point, sir, but I got the message to say Bernie had been knocked down and was being rushed to hospital when I was sitting outside the woman’s house. I’m afraid I behaved in a very unprofessional manner and went and hammered on her door.’
Megan coughed and cleared her throat. Tom and Becky said nothing.
‘She came down in some hideous sexy nightie and opened the door with a bright smile on her face. When she saw me, her face dropped and I knew immediately who she’d been hoping to see.’
‘I presume you mean Sergeant Gray. Did she say that?’
‘She didn’t need to. I have to admit that I used rather more force than was entirely necessary to get into the house, sir. Then – well, I might as well tell you exactly as you’ll no doubt ask her – I pinned her to the wall by her throat and told her Bernie was dead, even though at that point I didn’t know for sure. Her eyes flooded instantly with tears. I don’t think it could have been an act.’
Becky liked this little fireball of a woman. She was tough but she cared about her friends, and Becky couldn’t imagine that too many people got away with giving her any trouble. And she could tell that Tom liked her too, although that wouldn’t make him treat her any more gently.
‘What happened after that, PC Jenkins?’ he asked.
‘I told her she’d made Bernie’s life hell, and that she was a bitch for trying to steal another woman’s husband, or words to that effect. She rallied a bit and shouted that Bernie had loved her, and she him. I told her he’d never loved her. All he wanted to do from the start was to get rid of her. Then it came over my radio that he was dead. I was still with her.’
‘And you told DI Robinson that this woman was a nurse. Is that correct?’
Megan looked down at the floor for a moment, but when she looked up there was resignation in her eyes.
‘I’m sorry. That was a lie. I didn’t want Natalie to find out the truth. She seems to be losing too many people in her life. Anyway, this woman originally hated Bernie because she blamed him for ruining her life, but then I think she decided there was a better form of revenge than just detesting him. She chose to attack his happiness from the inside by manipulating him into having a relationship with her. I don’t suppose she expected to fall for him.’
Becky leaned forward and rested her arms on the table. ‘Why did she think he’d ruined her life?’
‘Because she and her best friend had planned to take a gap year, go to university together and then move to London and live the single life for a while. Always the two of them. But Bernie had ruined that. She didn’t have anyone apart from her best friend, you see. No family because she’d been brought up in a children’s home, and her friend had given her roots for the first time. She detested Bernie, and she despised Natalie for giving up on everything they’d been dreaming about since they were thirteen – all for the love of a man. She wanted to destroy them both for what they’d done to her. It was an obsession to start with, I’m sure – an obsession with wrecking something good. But Bernie was adorable, and the more he resisted her, the more she had to have him. She convinced herself that it was love. Does that make sense?’
It did, sadly. Desire for the unattainable was often the most ferocious kind.
There was no real need for anyone to ask who she was talking about, but they had to get confirmation. Becky looked at Tom and he nodded.
‘And can you please confirm who this woman was?’
Megan breathed in and let out a long, slow breath.
‘Of course. It was Alison Morgan.’
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Tom gave everybody a ten-minute break and asked Becky to organise coffee for Megan Jenkins. He wanted to get her opinion on the notebook that Edward Cooper had shown them.
With the notebook now in an evidence bag and photocopies of each of the relevant sheets in his hand, Tom opened the door to the interview room and stood back to let Becky go in. They both took seats opposite the diminutive police officer.
‘We’d like to show you copies of pages from a notebook that’s been handed in. We believe it was Bernard Gray’s.’
Tom pushed them across the desk to her, and Megan placed the pages side by side on the table and looked at each in turn.
‘Do you think the word Freedom suggests he was planning to leave his wife?’ Tom asked.
Megan shook her head emphatically. ‘Absolutely not. He was planning to escape from Alison’s clutches. Telling Natalie the truth was one option, even though he knew how devastated she would be. I’ve no idea what the other two are all about, but at a guess they’re threats – in some way the website and the name of Amber Blackwood are a means of threatening Alison.’
How different Megan Jenkins’ view of Bernie Gray’s motives seemed to Edward Cooper’s. And yet they were both supposed to be Bernie Gray’s friends.
‘Do you know if Bernie Gray told Sergeant Cooper about his relationship with Alison Morgan?’
Megan looked at Tom and then at Becky as if trying to determine why they were asking this question, but Becky’s face gave nothing away and Tom was sure his was impassive.
Megan sighed. ‘Bernie was an ass sometimes. He told me he was going to tell Ed because he might need his support if Natalie found out – which he was hoping she wouldn’t. I told him it was an idiotic thing to do.’
‘Why idiotic, if Ed was his friend?’
Megan sighed. ‘Because Ed thinks Natalie walks on water. I didn’t think he would forgive Bernie for hurting her, and maybe he’d tell her. Although he was damned if he did – because she would hate him for being the one to break her heart – and damned if he didn’t, if she later found out that he knew and had kept it from her.’
‘Did Bernie take your advice?’ Tom asked.
Megan snorted. ‘Did he buggery. I was there when Bernie told him, and Ed went white, which with his skin means he went a kind of washed-out yellow. But Bernie told us he had a plan. He was going to make sure Natalie didn’t find out, and he just needed a few more days to dot every I and cross every T. I left them to it. I didn’t want to know what he was planning in case I didn’t like it.’
*
As they walked back to the office Becky could see that Tom’s jaw was rigid, which usually meant he was angry.
‘Why do people think they know best? Why didn’t either Edward Cooper or Megan Jenkins tell us what they knew eighteen months ago? They’re bloody police officers! Even if they thought it was irrelevant, it wasn’t their decision to make. I want Cooper back in here now. He can tell us exactly what Gray was planning to do with the information on Alison Morgan. We only have Jenkins’ word that she wasn’t involved. Maybe if we’d known all this from the start…’
Becky was struggling to keep up with Tom’s long strides, but he carried on talking, regardless of the fact that she was trailing two paces behind him.
‘Tell Cooper’s boss it’s a formal interview and he has to come immediately. No argument.’ He looked at his watch. ‘We’ve can just about fit it in before we have to go and see Mrs Gray.’
Becky nodded and kept quiet. Now wasn’t the time for her to express an opinion.
‘Alison Morgan may not have killed Bernie Gray,’ Tom continued, ‘and she may or may not have paid someone to do it for her, but she was bloody up to something. Gray had the website in his notebook, which could suggest he was involved. Who’s to say that he wasn’t in it with Morgan? We only have Megan’s say-so that he wanted to escape from her, rather than with her. If he had information to incriminate Morgan, why in God’s name didn’t he tell someone in Operation Sphere what he believed was going on?’
It was a rhetorical question, and Becky knew he hadn’t finished.
‘Alison Morgan was Amber Blackwood’s teacher – her art teacher, to be precise – who we can assume organised the trip to the art gallery where Amber met Jed, although clearly we need to verify that. But Jed packed up his studio and left before the Sphere team could track him down. There was a leak, and it has to have been Bernie Gray. Was it intentional or was it accidental?’
They turned the corner and Tom jabbed the lift button with his thumb before he carried on.
‘The photos that Jed took were uploaded to a website, and Bernie Gray had the web address and administration rights. Was he involved, or was he spying on Alison Morgan? I’m assuming she’d been selecting the girls and setting up Jed to groom them.’
There was an idea forming at the back of Becky’s mind, and although she hesitated to interrupt Tom’s chain of thought, it needed saying.
‘Tom, it seems the selection of the girls was carefully planned. Amber was picked up at the art gallery, and that must have been prearranged. So it suggests she’d been identified as vulnerable by Morgan, and Jed was waiting for her. In Jennifer’s case, although we thought one of the spectators in the pool café might have been the guy who picked her up, doesn’t it seem a bit random? There was no guarantee she would go into the café.’
The lift arrived, and Tom turned to look at Becky, a frown on his face.
‘Go on.’
‘If Jennifer hadn’t been thrown out of the pool for messing about, she would never have been on her own – she’d have been with Lauren all the time and our guy would have had no chance of making his move. We’ve been looking at men she may have met in the café while she was waiting for Lauren, but this operation feels a bit too slick to rely on coincidental meetings. Jennifer was in Alison Morgan’s class and she fitted the profile of a vulnerable girl perfectly. So it seems to me unlikely that any of the men in the café had anything to do with it. If she was being set up, the man had to be somebody she was guaranteed to meet.’
Tom nodded but said nothing until they had reached their floor and the lift doors opened.
‘That makes sense, but I’m not happy to rule anyone out for the moment. It’s a pity Amber Blackwood has gone AWOL. She could have gone through the photos of everyone leaving the pool and may have been able to identify the man she knew as Jed. The question is, have we got enough evidence to arrest Alison Morgan so we can seize her computer to check if she’s been accessing the website? Without that we haven’t got anything.’
Tom pushed open the door to the incident room and marched through, for once not standing back to let Becky go ahead of him. Usually the gentleman, his thoughts were well and truly elsewhere at that moment.
‘What have you got, Keith?’ he shouted before they had even made it halfway across the room.
Keith leaped up from his seat. ‘The statements from Operation Sphere are interesting. As we know, Sergeant Gray was off duty when they got the call from Crimestoppers giving them a lead to the photographer, but in one of the reports a detective constable states that he tried to phone Gray at home to tell him about the breakthrough in the investigation. His wife said he was out, so he got him on his mobile. He said he had no idea where Gray was, but he sounded elated by the news and shouted, “Got him, the sick bastard.” Gray was also one of the detectives who accompanied Amber Blackwood when they finally found the location of the photo studio, which of course had been cleared out by the time they got there.’
Tom turned to Becky. ‘If Gray’s response to the news was genuine, and who can say whether it was or not, it would suggest he wasn’t involved. At least, not then. But in the six months between Amber’s statement and Gray’s death maybe he went rogue and became part of it all.’
‘What if he was with Alison Morgan when he got the news,’ Becky said. ‘In his excitement he might have told her about the case. She would have had time to warn Jed before they located his studio.’
The fact was, they didn’t know. All they could do was hypothesise until they had more evidence.
‘Well it’s time someone started telling us the truth. When you’ve set up the interview with Cooper, Becky, can you arrange for Alison Morgan to be picked up and brought in? But I don’t want her to be given any warning so she has a chance to clean up her computer.’
Finally, thought Becky, relieved that Tom had come round to her way of thinking.
‘We’ll see Ed Cooper first, then Natalie Gray. Let’s hope by then we have strong enough grounds to arrest Alison Morgan, but organise a search warrant so we can at least go in and seize her computer – and those boxes of Bernie Gray’s,’ Tom said over his shoulder as he strode out of the office.
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Natalie hadn’t expected Bruce to agree to her request for leave calmly, but even she hadn’t been expecting the torrent of abuse she got from him.
‘You’re worthless, do you know that? You are so completely useless as a member of this team. We put up with having to cover your workload when your husband died, only because my predecessor was soft. But that was ages ago, and you’re still trying to play the victim card. Well, I’m not having it. I consider this to be gross misconduct, and I’m going to HR now to get them to send you a final warning. You either come into work tomorrow and take no more time off – no more working from home until we’re confident that you’re actually doing anything – or you’re out. Sort out your bloody priorities, Natalie.’
Bruce’s face had gone red and white blobs of spittle had collected in the corners of his mouth. Natalie looked at him with disgust. Her throat ached with unshed tears, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry. She was going to behave with dignity. And he was right about her priorities.
‘It’s eighteen months since my husband was killed, Bruce. Mary very kindly gave me time to come to terms with my loss, and I think you’ll find that since that time I haven’t had a single day off sick, nor have I taken advantage of work-from-home options. That is, until the last couple of weeks. For your information, the case into the death of my husband has been reopened and there is a suspicion that it wasn’t an accident, which is quite a lot for me – and more to the point, my daughter – to deal with. So I think you’ll find that HR will actually be on my side when I report how you have treated me.’
‘It’ll be your word against mine, lady,’ he said with a sly grin.
‘Then we’ll see what they make of the recording on my phone that I was sensible enough to make, shall we? I wasn’t married to a policeman for nothing, Bruce.’
Bruce stared at her, for once speechless. He wasn’t to know she was bluffing, and right now she wished with all her heart that she wasn’t.
‘You’re correct about priorities, though, and right now my daughter is number one on that list, and she needs me. Far more than you do. Do your worst, and if I’m sacked, so be it.’
With that she turned and walked out of the door, closing it quietly behind her.
Natalie walked back to her desk and sat down, shaking. She needed to get a few things together and take anything personal in case Bruce went ahead with his threat to sack her. The others in the office were keeping their heads down, knowing that any overt show of sympathy would result in retribution. They would probably have heard him shouting threats, but were less likely to have heard her quiet response.
‘You okay, Nat?’ Gail, a thin girl who sat opposite Natalie, asked.
Natalie forced herself to breathe. ‘I’m fine. I don’t care what the bastard does, but I’m sorry to leave you guys in the lurch. He’s going to be in a foul mood for the rest of the day.’
‘Oh, at least a week, I’d say. I don’t care. He’s a knob.’
Natalie smiled and put the rest of her things into a carrier bag.
‘I may or may not see you in a week or two,’ she said to Gail and anyone else who was listening, ‘but if I don’t come back, maybe we could get together for a drink one evening?’
There were discreet nods all round, and Natalie left the office feeling good about herself and how she had responded to Bruce.
But she couldn’t shake the thought that he was the very least of her problems. Now her priority was Scarlett, and she had no idea what the rest of the day was going to bring.
*
Scarlett walked to the window and looked down on the street below. There was none of yesterday’s drama and only an occasional passer-by to break up the monotony. She went back to the kitchen, picked up the kettle and put it down again. She leaned her elbows on the breakfast bar and rested her head in her hands. She had no idea how she was going to get through today. It was bad enough that the police were coming, but she was even more nervous about what to say to her mum.
She wanted to share with her everything that had happened, but her mum would be livid with Lewis and wouldn’t understand that Scarlett wanted to help him to finish what her dad had started.
Her thinking time ran out as she heard a key in the lock. Scarlett turned back to the kettle and busied herself filling it with water.
‘Hi,’ she said, without turning round, trying her best to sound cheerful.
Her mum walked straight to the sofa. ‘Come and sit down, Scarlett. We need to talk before the police get here. Leave the kettle to boil. I’ll make us a drink in a few minutes.’
Scarlett had no choice. But she still didn’t know what to say.
‘I’m going to talk to you about what’s been going on, sweetheart. Some of it is difficult, and I don’t know how you’re going to deal with it. But the police are coming here and I don’t want them to say anything to you that you might not already know about. And I want you to be honest with me too. Can you do that?’
Scarlett was trying to hide her face by dropping her head so that her long red hair swung forward. But her mum reached out a finger and tucked it behind her ears.
‘Come on, love. We can’t keep hiding things from each other.’
That was easy for her to say, but there were things that it might be dangerous for her to know.
‘I’m going to start. Okay?’
Scarlett nodded without looking up.
‘I want to apologise for the way we left Ed’s house so suddenly. It must have been so upsetting for you, and I know my explanation about his relationship with you wasn’t good enough, but it was a little more than that. I found something on his computer, something I didn’t like. I saw him yesterday, and he has an explanation, but I need to decide whether I believe him or not. There’s a lot that I still don’t understand, and it may be something the police ask us about.’
Scarlett turned her head. ‘You seemed happy with Ed before all of that happened. Can’t you just trust him?’
Her mum took a deep breath, as if the truth was going to be painful to admit. ‘It’s not quite that simple. If I’d found the same thing on your dad’s computer I would never have doubted him. But I doubted Ed, and he knows that. He knows I trusted your dad implicitly, but I haven’t been the same with him. He’s bound to resent that, sweetheart, whatever he says.’
Scarlett shuffled round and looked at her mum properly. ‘It’s different though. You were scared for me. You would never have been scared for me with Dad – I was his little girl. You were just looking out for me. But don’t give up on Ed because of that, Mum, please.’
‘Okay, I’ll bear that in mind. And well said, by the way. That was very smart.’ She laughed. ‘And I know what you’re thinking – I’m not a kid, Mum – but if that’s true, then you need to tell me what’s been bothering you. I’ve been so wrapped up in myself and worrying about what to do that I haven’t been paying you enough attention. I know there’s something. What is it, sweetheart?’
Scarlett was lost. What could she tell her? If she told her anything, she would have to tell her everything, and that was dangerous.
‘I’ve just been a bit lonely, and all this stuff about Dad has been bothering me. That’s all, really.’
Her mum’s arm tightened around Scarlett’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, baby. We’re going to be fine. We need to support each other, so I’m not going to work any more until we can move back into our house – or back to Ed’s if that’s what happens. Maybe I was too hard on him, but I need to sort out my feelings about lots of things before I can make a decision. I know he loves us both, so once we’ve spoken to the police you and I can decide together what’s best. Whatever happens, I’ll be here for you.’
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Linda Bale jumped up out of her chair and strode towards the door. Her husband looked up, his eyes red and sore, and for the first time in a long while she saw him for the kind, thoughtful person he was, rather than the man who had failed to control his family in the way she had always believed he should have.
‘Where are you going?’ he asked.
‘Out,’ she replied, not meeting his gaze. She knew that answer wasn’t good enough and he deserved more. But she didn’t have any more to give. She couldn’t stay locked in that room for another moment.
Gregory looked back down at his clasped hands as if her response meant nothing to him, and perhaps it didn’t.
Linda walked through the hall and out through the front door without another word. She knew where she was going; she had run through the route a hundred times in her mind as she imagined Jennifer taking this path just over a week ago.
She could picture her daughter as she had been on that day in her cut-off dark blue jeans and pink T-shirt. It was the one with white cats on – Jennifer’s favourite – and Linda remembered telling her that it was frivolous and asking if it wasn’t time she developed some taste in clothing?
Linda had always wanted the best for her family, and she hoped Jen had understood that it was because she loved her so much that she had tried to guide her through the labyrinth of life, providing her with the right values for the future. It wasn’t easy, but it was her job as a mother to show her children the way.
As she walked along the road and turned off on to the track, memories of Jennifer’s early years came to her: her first baby curls, her first tooth, the feel of her soft skin. Linda used to sing to Jen as she bathed her, and in her head she could hear her daughter’s sweet little voice as she joined in.
But they don’t stay babies forever, and it wasn’t long before Linda had begun introducing Jennifer to their ways, their rules. It had caused tension in the house, and Linda remembered being shocked when Gregory had told her to ‘go easy on the child’. She didn’t understand what had changed. She and Gregory were together because of their shared beliefs, and they both knew the right way to bring up their daughter. But she could see he was only going through the motions of disciplining Jennifer. The hard work had been left to her.
Although his support would have helped, she hadn’t minded taking the lead in steering her daughter towards a faith that she had hoped would bring her happiness. It was her duty. And surely Jen had known that it was an act of pure love on her part?
Linda’s thoughts and memories had blocked out the world around her, and she suddenly realised she had reached her destination. She looked up at the block of flats in front of her. A remnant of yellow crime-scene tape had caught on a small bush and was flapping gently in the breeze.
She stared at the area where she was sure her daughter’s body had lain. A dark stain that might have been blood marked the bare earth, but it could have been anything, and she would never know.
She walked towards the door, but even from a distance she could see that it had been boarded up and she felt a tide of anger sweep over her. She should have been allowed to go and see where her daughter had been. How dare they stop me? With difficulty she made her way over debris of all kinds to the back of the building. Once more the doors were boarded up, but she noticed a window where one of the sheets of plywood had been prised loose. Maybe somebody was inside, but she didn’t care.
An empty crate lay under the window, obviously there to provide a step, and she stood on it and pulled the board to one side. Hitching her dress up around her hips, she lifted one foot onto the window ledge and pulled herself up by gripping the splintering frame on either side.
She was in.
The first thing she noticed was the smell. How could Jen have walked through this stinking building without retching? She had been brought up to understand the importance of cleanliness and it must have disgusted her.
Linda made her way slowly across the floor, out into the hall and towards the staircase ahead. How had Jen been feeling at this point? Had she wanted to run home and tell them everything that had happened and look to them for comfort and support? Linda asked herself if her daughter would have found what she was looking for there, and knew she wouldn’t. She would have been punished, and the whole family would have felt her shame.
With each step the enormous weight in Linda’s chest seemed to crush her more and more, so that by the time she reached the top of the stairs she could barely breathe. She stepped out onto the roof, hoping that the clean, fresh air would release some of the pressure, but as she walked towards the edge it became greater, her chest tighter.
Linda Bale approached the edge of the roof and looked down. This was the spot where Jennifer had stood, she was certain. Her faith told her she should abhor her daughter’s sin, but her beautiful child must have felt that life had nothing left to offer her.
‘I’m so very, very sorry, my little Jenny,’ she whispered.
She raised her eyes to the heavens and screamed at her god, damned him to hell. She had obeyed every rule, and it had ended like this.
She took a step closer to the edge. And then another.
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Tom’s energy levels seemed to have gone through the roof. Becky knew it was because he was angry with all the people who had been keeping secrets. She didn’t fancy being in Edward Cooper’s shoes when he arrived, but she didn’t have long to wait.
Tom was striding about in front of Keith’s wall of images, maps and name cards, firing questions at the poor guy, when the call came through to say that Cooper had arrived.
‘Sergeant Cooper’s here, boss,’ she said. Keith looked at her with relief.
‘Right.’ Tom swept up his file and set off for the door.
Becky glanced over her shoulder at Keith, who gave her what could only be described as a grimace. Tom rarely got into a mood like this, and Becky knew that the best way to deal with him was to speak only when spoken to. She followed a few steps behind as they made their way down to the interview room.
To say that Edward Cooper looked uncomfortable was an understatement. His cheeks looked flushed, and he was biting his bottom lip. He stood up when Tom entered and held out his hand. ‘Sir.’
Tom ignored the hand and sat down.
‘Sergeant Cooper, you are a serving police officer. Correct?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘And on what planet is it acceptable for someone in your position to lie outright to a senior officer?’
Cooper dropped his eyes and focused on his hands, the fingers interlocked, thumbs twitching.
‘Did I lie, sir?’
Oh crikey, Becky thought. Bad move, Sergeant Cooper.
‘Are you telling me you don’t know the difference between truth and lies, Sergeant? Isn’t that a bit of a disadvantage as a police officer?’
‘Of course, sir. But I’m not sure when you think I lied to you.’
‘You scoffed at the idea of Bernie Gray having a relationship with Alison Morgan when in fact you knew about it all along, and that she was putting him under emotional pressure to continue with it. So you lied to me, knowing that it might be relevant to our investigation.’
Cooper clearly couldn’t bring himself to look at Tom.
‘I’m sorry. I was trying to protect Natalie. I didn’t want her ever to know about Alison. It will break her heart if she finds out, and I didn’t see how it would help you to discover what Bernie’s involvement was in that website.’
‘That wasn’t your decision to make, Sergeant. So tell me what you know. All of it, please.’
‘Bernie told me that Alison had him over a barrel. Because of one indiscretion he’d been forced into a relationship with her that he didn’t want. But he was determined to get out of it.’
For the first time it seemed as if two stories actually matched, which Becky thought was progress of a sort.
‘What else did he tell you?’
Finally, Cooper looked up.
‘He told me he’d done something very stupid – apart from the affair, that is. He’d let something slip about a case, and he’d known for months that he had been the leak in an active enquiry.’
Becky felt a tingle. She had been right, she was sure of it. Bernie had been with Alison when the news came through, and in his elation at the breakthrough he had told her more than he should have.
‘Was this leak related to his relationship with Alison Morgan?’ Tom asked.
‘That thought never occurred to me. Alison’s a scheming bitch, but I never thought she was anything more than a troublemaker. I assumed the affair and the leak were two separate acts of stupidity, and Bernie told me he was putting everything right,’ Cooper said, his lip curling slightly at his friend’s lack of judgement.
‘Did he tell you how he was planning to escape Alison’s clutches?’
‘He said he had something on her that trumped anything she had on him. He’d been following her for weeks and had discovered what he called his “pot of gold”. “Just one more piece of the puzzle to find, and then I can get rid of her,” was all he said.’
‘And what did you think he meant by that?’
‘I’m afraid I don’t know, sir. I was so angry with him for the hurt he was going to cause Natalie and for putting his own interests before the case. I lost it with him and had to leave the room or I might have said something I would regret.’
‘Well, all I can say, Sergeant Cooper, is that your greatest regret should be that you didn’t tell us this sooner. A good deal sooner.’
‘But I couldn’t see the relevance. Bernie was hit by a stolen vehicle, and Alison wouldn’t have a clue how to do that. She wouldn’t have had time to dump it, set fire to it and get back to Natalie’s right after the news broke. We knew it was a hit-and-run, so what was the point of causing Natalie even more upset by stirring up all this other crap?’
Becky glanced at Tom. He was looking hard at Ed Cooper, and Becky knew that look. She just hoped Cooper would quit while he was ahead, because one more comment like that and Tom might just lose it.
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Scarlett felt as if she couldn’t breathe. The intercom had just buzzed. It was bound to be the police, and she didn’t know if she could do this.
Her mum gave her a reassuring smile as she pressed the button to let them through the main door. ‘It’s going to be fine, sweetheart. You’ll see.’
Scarlett only had minutes to try to compose herself, and in spite of knowing they were on their way, she jumped when there was a double rap on the door. She didn’t know how she was expecting a corrupt police officer to look, but it certainly wasn’t the way Detective Chief Inspector Douglas looked when her mum opened the door. He was tall with broad shoulders and a friendly smile. Older than her dad had been when he died, he was smartly dressed in a dark suit with a deep purple tie.
After shaking her mum’s hand and introducing himself, he turned to Scarlett.
‘Hi, Scarlett. My name’s Tom, and I think you’ve met Becky, haven’t you? We mainly want to talk to your mum, so in a few minutes Becky will take you into the other room for a chat, if that’s okay.’
Scarlett’s head was spinning. It was hard to decide what she could and couldn’t say, because in spite of his friendly demeanour she knew that this man was a monster.
‘Oh, she doesn’t need to leave the room, Chief Inspector. It’s fine. I don’t want us to have secrets.’
Tom smiled. ‘Let’s see how things go, shall we?’
The room seemed very cramped with all four of them in it. Scarlett and her mum sat on the sofa while Tom perched on a stool and Becky lowered herself gingerly onto the coffee table, as if fearing that it would give way under her.
Scarlett half listened as Tom explained how they were approaching the revitalised enquiry into her dad’s death.
‘Mrs Gray, I think you know that your friend Sergeant Cooper found a notebook with a web address in it.’
‘Yes. He told me, and he showed me a copy of the page. But there are lots of reasons why Bernie might have had that, aren’t there?’ She was speaking quickly, a pleading look in her eyes.
‘We’re looking at all kinds of possibilities, don’t worry. But I gather your husband used to make notes all the time in different notebooks or even on scraps of paper. Sergeant Cooper mentioned some boxes, but I gather he doesn’t have them any more.’
‘No, that’s right. My friend Alison is looking after them for now.’
Scarlett saw Becky glance at her boss but had no idea what that meant.
‘I wonder if you have anything else of his that we might see, anything that might help us to fill in some gaps?’ Tom asked.
Scarlett was struck by a memory of the conversation she had overheard – something about a note with the address of this apartment. And didn’t her mum mention the south wing too? Scarlett felt the pressure in her chest increase. What was she going to say?
‘There was one thing, but I don’t know if it’s important or not.’
No, Mum, Scarlett thought. Don’t say anything about the south wing.
‘Go on – it doesn’t matter how trivial you think it is.’
‘I rented this apartment through an agent. I recently found a receipt dated a couple of days before Bernie died. He’d written on the back of it. It’s strange, because he’d written the address of this building and two apartment numbers: this one and flat 210S – that’s in the south wing. I’ve been racking my brains to work out why Bernie would have known about this place. I’d never heard of it or been here until the agent offered it to me, and I can’t think what the connection is. I’ve never been in the south wing, so I don’t know who lives there – I’ve been meaning to go round and check.’
Scarlett jumped up from the sofa. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I need the bathroom.’
Her mum looked at her in surprise as she walked across the room and picked up her phone from the kitchen counter. Everybody else had their backs to her, but she saw her mum’s puzzled frown. She ignored her.
‘Who’s the agent that rented you the apartment?’ Tom asked.
‘That’s the strange thing,’ she said. ‘They called me. They told me they were returning my call – I’d tried a few agencies – but I’ve tried to call them back and I can’t get any response. And I can’t find their name online either.’
Scarlett stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. She couldn’t hear what they were saying – it was little more than a murmur – but she heard the bedroom door opening and knew her mum had gone to get the note. She sat down on the toilet seat and sent a text to Lewis. She couldn’t mention her dad, so had no idea how she was going to explain her words. But she had to warn him: Mum’s talking to the police about a piece of paper she’s found that mentions apartment 210S.
The reply was swift, and Scarlett could have kicked herself for not setting her phone to silent as the beep of an incoming text echoed around the bathroom walls: Shit! That’s all we need. DCI Douglas might come snooping, but he won’t find anything. Text me when they’ve gone. I want to see you to thank you properly.
Scarlett’s moment of elation at Lewis’s response was interrupted by a quiet knock on the door.
‘Scarlett, are you okay, love?’
Scarlett opened the door and came out. ‘I’m fine, Mum. Sorry.’
She had to stop these police officers from destroying her dad’s and Lewis’s hard work, and saw her opportunity when Becky suggested they have a chat in the bedroom.
‘Tom wants to talk to your mum about some stuff, Scarlett, so shall we give them some space?’
Becky followed her into the bedroom and they sat on the edge of the bed. Becky turned towards her, tucking one foot under the other thigh.
‘I know this is difficult for you, Scarlett, but—’
Scarlett interrupted: ‘Is there someone I can speak to who’s higher up than Mr Douglas, Becky? It has to be a woman. Can you arrange that?’
Becky reached out a hand and touched Scarlett’s wrist.
‘Hey, Scarlett, what’s up? Whatever’s worrying you, you can tell me. Or tell Tom if you prefer. We can keep it to ourselves, I promise you.’
Scarlett shook her head. ‘No. The only person I can talk to has to be higher up and a woman. Can you fix it for me, please?’
She could see bewilderment in Becky’s eyes, but the detective reached out and patted Scarlett’s hand. ‘Of course. I’ll ask Detective Superintendent Philippa Stanley. She’s Tom’s boss and knows all about the case.’
I bet she doesn’t know everything, Scarlett thought.
‘When I’ve got a time for you to meet her, I’ll call you with the details. Is that okay?’
Scarlett didn’t like the sound of that. If her mum was around, she would ask who she was talking to.
‘Can you text me instead, please?’
‘Sure,’ Becky said, adding Scarlett’s number to her contacts. She looked as if she was about to ask Scarlett another question when there was a cry from the sitting room.
‘That’s a lie!’
Scarlett jumped up from the bed and ran into the sitting room. Her mum was bent over, her head resting on the heels of her hands, her back shaking with sobs.
Tom stood up and looked at Becky and Scarlett.
‘Scarlett, Becky and I are going to leave you and your mum for a while. She’s had a shock, but we do need to talk to you again. We’ll give her some time. Are you okay here, or do you want Becky to call someone for you?’
Scarlett thought quickly. ‘You could call Alison?’ she suggested.
‘I think not,’ Tom said.
Before Scarlett could suggest anyone else her mum shouted, ‘Leave me alone. Just go! I don’t need anyone. I don’t trust anyone. I just need Scarlett.’
Scarlett swallowed. She was the only one her mum trusted, and she was the one telling her the most lies.
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Tom was quiet as they made their way out of the north wing.
‘She took it badly, then?’ Becky said, somewhat stating the obvious.
‘Yep.’ Tom carried on walking, hands stuffed in his trouser pockets, focusing on his feet as he went. ‘If I could have spared her I would have. But I had to know if she knew what was going on – whether she had a reason to kill her husband.’
‘And based on her reaction, are you assuming she had no idea? The poor woman. Her pride must have taken a massive hit, knowing all this had been going on behind her back.’
Becky felt briefly uncomfortable as she remembered that Tom’s wife had left him for another man.
‘It’s not as simple as that, Becky. She was proud of her husband too, I think, and of everything he represented. Now she has to deal with the fact that he wasn’t who she thought, and the other person she trusted most in the world has been quietly stabbing her in the back.’
Becky glanced at Tom, but his expression showed nothing. She hoped she hadn’t stirred up old memories and decided to change the subject.
‘Why do you think Bernie had the address of the apartment all that time ago?’
‘It can’t be a coincidence, that’s for sure. Let’s find out who owns it and see who’s living in the other one. Then we’ll go back and see Mrs Gray. I suspect the poor woman has a few more surprises to come about her friend, if not her husband. Speaking of Alison Morgan, what time are they picking her up?’
‘Any time now.’
‘Good.’
‘Yeah, and someone’s now got the unpleasant task of looking through all the photos on the website, to see if we can match up pictures of Amber or Jennifer Bale,’ Becky said.
Tom’s mouth set in a thin line.
‘Here’s hoping we can catch every one of the bastards for what they’ve done to those girls, but I’m not sure we’re any closer to working out who killed Bernie Gray or why. Now that Kieran O’Connor’s alibi has been confirmed, and considering everything we’re uncovering about Gray’s life, it seems most likely to me that somebody took that stolen car with the intention of using it to kill him. But was that because he was involved in the website with Alison Morgan or because he was about to expose her? Or was it something else entirely?’
‘Keith’s been looking into Gray’s finances and can’t find anything unusual, although the proceeds from the website could be hidden somewhere, of course.’
‘Yeah, like everything else in this bloody case,’ Tom said as they reached the main door.
He ran down the metal staircase and up the other side, leaving Becky lagging behind. She wasn’t as fit as she thought, and she could see that he’d noticed.
‘Sorry,’ he said.
‘What for? Just go at your normal speed, Tom. Don’t make allowances – I’ll catch up.’
Tom nodded once, ringing the buzzer for the caretaker with one hand and pulling out his warrant card with the other.
‘Yes?’ The harsh shout through the speaker came from a man who sounded like he needed to cough.
‘Detective Chief Inspector Tom Douglas. We’d like a word, please.’
The intercom went dead, and for almost a minute nothing happened. Tom was about to buzz again when the door was pulled open.
‘Sorry,’ said the short, rotund man standing in the open doorway, whose BO Becky could smell from where she stood. ‘Couldn’t get the bloody thing to open from my handset.’
That’s a lie, for a start, Becky thought. She could tell from the way he wouldn’t meet their eyes. So what had he been doing for that minute, or did he just object to the police in general?
‘Who lives in apartment 210S?’ Tom asked without preamble.
The man looked up, apparently startled, but dropped his eyes almost immediately before he answered. ‘It’s empty. Always has been.’
‘Could you tell us who owns it?’ Becky asked, trying not to get too close as they went into the foyer.
‘It’s a company. I can find the details, if you’ll just wait.’
‘You can look for those while we go up and check out the apartment,’ Tom said. ‘The key, please.’
The man looked as if he was going to object, but he went into his room and came out again, a key fob dangling from his index finger.
‘I should probably ask you to sign for this,’ he said. Tom gave him a look, and the man waddled back behind his door, hitching up his trousers as he went.
‘We need you to sign to say you’ve given us permission, sir,’ Becky said, following him in and fishing a form out of her bag, rather wishing she had got him to do it out in the corridor rather than in the confined and malodorous space of his room.
They headed for the lift. Becky couldn’t help noticing how much smarter the corridors were in this part of the building and for a moment wished she could afford something here. Perhaps if she and Mark combined their salaries, rather than having separate apartments but living almost exclusively at Mark’s, it might be possible.
Finally they approached the door of 210S. Tom inserted the key and opened it. ‘Hello?’ he shouted, in case the caretaker had been lying about the flat being empty. But his voice sounded echoey and the place felt deserted.
‘I’ll go left, you go right,’ Tom said, disappearing through a door close to the entrance. ‘Bathroom,’ he shouted.
Becky walked through the only door on the right into a big space, empty except for a well-designed modern kitchen area. Somehow the room’s dimensions didn’t seem quite right. She stood in the doorway and thought about the corridor. It was longer than it ought to be, she was certain. Becky shrugged and glanced at the tall windows, which gave surprisingly little light due to the narrow street and the facing buildings, but could see nothing of interest. She heard Tom’s footsteps behind her.
‘Nothing in there. What about here?’
‘Nothing,’ Becky answered. She was about to leave when she noticed something. She crouched down for a closer look at the oak flooring. ‘Hang on, Tom.’ She pulled a clean tissue from her bag, dabbed at the edge of a small stain and lifted the tissue. ‘Blood.’
Tom walked carefully across the floor, his head bent, following a trail of two or three tiny drops. They appeared to lead towards a fitted bookcase. Tom examined it carefully, making sure he didn’t touch anything.
‘The drops either start or end here,’ he said. ‘But the wood’s smooth, and I can’t see how anyone might have hurt themselves.’
Becky walked across towards the window to check for more traces of blood, but could see nothing. It was as she turned back towards Tom that she noticed something on the side of the bookcase. ‘Tom,’ she said, pointing a finger.
Tom stepped to his left, taking care not to tread on any of the blood droplets, and flattened his head against the wall so that he could see what Becky was pointing at. It was a mark that looked like it had been made with bloody fingers.
‘Any ideas?’ he said to Becky.
‘Someone was hurt and grabbed hold of the bookcase to hold themselves up?’
Tom nodded but with no enthusiasm. ‘That doesn’t sound likely, does it? Have you got a glove?’
Becky reached into the bag that she always carried with her, never knowing when some of the oddments inside might be useful. She pulled out a thin disposable glove and passed it to Tom.
He ran a gloved hand up the side of the bookcase, avoiding contact with the bloody fingerprints, and then stopped, looking at Becky with raised eyebrows. She heard a click. Tom pulled the bookcase and one side moved towards them.
‘Well I never,’ Becky said. ‘My first ever secret room.’ She felt a strange childlike thrill.
Moving slowly they stepped into the room, pulling the curtain covering the far side of the doorway to one side. Becky gasped as she looked around her at the dramatic scenes painted on the walls.
‘What is this place?’ she whispered.
Before Tom could say a word they both heard a sound, and Tom placed a finger over his lips. They stood still, both casting their eyes into every corner of the room. They could hear someone crying, deep, heart-wrenching sobs. But there was nobody there.
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Natalie felt as if her world had ended. The policeman, DCI Douglas, had made it clear to her that for now they couldn’t prove conclusively that the allegations about the relationship between Bernie and Alison were true. But they’d had it confirmed by two sources.
She could see that the detective hadn’t enjoyed telling her, but she understood why he had needed to. If he thought she might have killed Bernie because of the affair, he was wrong. If she had killed anyone, it would have been Alison.
The knowledge that Bernie had kept such a huge secret from her hurt her more than anything else. When he was killed she had mourned his loss but had been comforted by the fact that at least she had been loved. His betrayal – no, their betrayal, his and Alison’s – left her with nothing.
Why would Alison do this to her? It was a monumental breach of trust, and Natalie wanted to get on the phone right now and ask her. But DCI Douglas had said they were intending to interview her that afternoon and it would be better if she were unaware of all they knew.
Scarlett was sitting next to Natalie on the sofa, rocking her mum in her arms. ‘What is it, Mum? What’s happened?’
‘I wish I didn’t have to tell you, Scarlett, but it might all come out anyway. The police think your dad really was seeing someone else, and it was bloody Alison. What a shitty thing to do – for both of them to do.’ Natalie tried hard to hold back her sobs but failed. She was hurt beyond measure, but she was so angry too.
Scarlett was whispering urgently, as if afraid someone would hear her. ‘No, Mum. I’m sure that’s not right.’
Natalie raised her burning eyes to her daughter. ‘Sweetheart, I know you don’t want to believe it, but—’
‘No! You have to listen to me. I can’t tell you everything because it’s dangerous, but you can’t trust Mr Douglas. Please, Mum. Just believe me.’
Natalie sat up straight. ‘Scarlett, Mr Douglas is—’
‘Shhh.’ Scarlett put her finger to her lips. ‘Trust me. I know what I’m talking about. Dad was one of the good guys, really he was.’
‘I know. We loved him. But there doesn’t seem to be any doubt.’ Natalie stroked her daughter’s hair, sensing her agitation.
‘I can’t tell you everything. It’s not safe yet. But I will do when it’s all over. You can’t trust Mr Douglas.’ Scarlett was still whispering, and Natalie was becoming concerned about her daughter. Who did she think could hear her?
She wrapped her arms around Scarlett. ‘What is it, love? What’s happening? What aren’t you telling me?’
‘Keep your voice down, Mum, please. Just trust me.’
Natalie had no idea what Scarlett’s bizarre behaviour was all about. Maybe she had been more affected by loneliness than Natalie had realised, but arguing with her now would build a wall that might become insurmountable.
‘Okay, Scarlett. All right, love. I trust you.’
Natalie felt her daughter’s body relax as if she had been holding her breath, and she had no idea what to do.
*
Tom and Becky stood perfectly still inside the room. There was no doubt in Becky’s mind that it was Natalie Gray they could hear crying, and if they could hear her, she would be able to hear them.
But it sounded as if Scarlett was whispering – as if she was telling her mum something she didn’t want anyone else to hear, as if she knew somebody might be eavesdropping.
Tom signalled Becky to follow him quietly out of the room.
‘Do you think Scarlett knew we could hear?’ Becky asked.
‘I don’t know, but there’s something going on in that young girl’s head. What are we missing?’
Becky remembered she hadn’t yet told Tom about Scarlett wanting to see a senior policewoman. She broke the news to him and his face creased in a puzzled frown.
‘Why would she want to speak to someone else?’
‘I’ve no idea. I did ask her, but I didn’t get very far. I was going to call Superintendent Stanley to see if she would speak to Scarlett.’
‘Okay, but do it straight away. If she’s that agitated about something we need to know what it is.’
Becky pulled her phone out of her bag.
‘While you’re doing that I’ll give Jumbo a call,’ Tom said. ‘I want to get his team in to give this place the once-over. Check with the caretaker to find out who else has keys to the apartment, and I’ll wait here until we’ve got it secured.’
Jumbo was Tom’s preferred crime-scene manager. A huge black guy with a smile that split his face in two, Jumoke Osoba could read the evidence like nobody else Becky had ever met. The room they had discovered was strange; the opulent bed and the remarkable wall art suggested it was almost certainly a photographic studio, but the broken mirror lying on the floor told a story that Becky had yet to decipher.
‘Oh, and get Keith to send me the image of Jennifer Bale, would you? I’m as sure as I can be that we’ll match the background on that photo to a wall of the hidden room. While he’s at it, he can check out the ownership of the two apartments.’
As Becky was about to leave, Tom’s phone rang.
‘Tom Douglas,’ he said. There was a pause, and Becky saw him tense. She looked at his face. It was rigid, his jaw clenched. ‘When did this happen?’
He listened for a few moments, ended the call and walked across to the window, his back to Becky. She waited, knowing he would tell her when he was ready.
Without turning he spoke, his voice low. ‘Linda Bale’s just thrown herself off the roof of the block of flats where Jennifer died. She’s dead.’
Becky couldn’t suppress a quiet gasp. ‘Oh my God. That’s awful, Tom.’
She could picture the woman now – her uncompromising attitude, her anger and the control she had tried to exert over those closest to her. Tom had always said that when Linda Bale faced reality, it was going to hit her hard, and he had been right. She had been in denial from the start, and none of them had been able to see her pain.
‘I judged her based on her behaviour, Becky,’ Tom said. ‘I knew she had to be suffering, but that didn’t stop me from thinking less of her because her reactions didn’t live up to my expectations. I should have known that something had to give, but all I could think was that Jennifer wasn’t much older than Lucy and had deserved better.’
Becky knew that no words would ease Tom’s remorse or her own regret at not having understood the woman better. All they could do now was make sure the bastards that had caused this tragedy suffered. She waited a few moments before saying quietly, ‘I’ll go and call Philippa.’
Tom didn’t turn round, but she saw him nod once.
As she left the apartment, looking at her phone to get Philippa Stanley’s number, she didn’t notice the small elderly woman until she nearly fell over her as she rounded the corner.
‘Sorry,’ Becky said. ‘I didn’t see you there.’
‘What’re you doing in that flat?’
‘And you are?’
‘Pamela Crawford. I’m staying here with my daughter. So who are you?’
‘I’m a police officer, Mrs Crawford. But nothing to worry about. We’re just checking something, that’s all.’
‘Well, I hope you fare better than the last chap who checked that apartment,’ she said, pushing out her bottom lip.
‘What do you mean?’
‘The caretaker chap. Not that miserable little toad we’ve got now, the other chap – Cliff, his name was. He came round here the other week and then he got his head bashed in the very same night. He’s in hospital.’
‘Did this man – Cliff – tell you why he was checking the apartment, Mrs Crawford?’
‘He said he was looking for ghosts, but he wasn’t laughing when he said it. Didn’t seem like the kind of man who believed in them, either. When I looked worried, he told me to forget he’d said it. He said he’d heard something he wasn’t expecting to hear, but he was sure it was nothing. Next thing I heard, he was in hospital.’
Becky thanked Pamela Crawford for her help and carried on along the corridor as she thought about what the woman had said. The apartment was supposed to be empty but was almost certainly in use. If Cliff the caretaker had discovered something, it might explain why he had been attacked.
She made a note of his name and made her first call as she walked. Philippa Stanley was rather bemused at being asked to talk to a fifteen-year-old who wouldn’t speak to either Becky or Tom, but when she was told it was Bernie Gray’s daughter, she relented.
‘Can you ask her to come in this afternoon, DI Robinson? I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes, but I should be free from 2.30. I can’t imagine why she needs to speak to me, but on this occasion I’m happy to humour her.’
Becky decided to see the caretaker before making her other calls, and when he told her that nobody else had access to the apartment, she called Tom.
‘I’ve spoken to Jumbo,’ Tom said, ‘and I’ll stay here until someone arrives to relieve me. There’s a uniform on the way – can you tell him where to find me?’
Becky agreed and ended the call. She walked out of the apartment block, pulled a crumpled plastic carrier from her bag of tricks to spread on the top step of the metal staircase and sat down in the sunshine to text Scarlett. As she pressed Send, she heard the beep of an incoming text, but not on her phone. She looked up, half expecting to see Scarlett, but a young man in a black T-shirt and jeans with a wide studded belt was running up the steps to the south wing, reading his screen as he went.
‘Shit,’ she heard him mutter. His thumbs were working furiously as he reached Becky and he stepped to one side to pass her. He lifted his head and glanced at her briefly as he rushed by.
Becky stared at him, but he showed no sign of recognition. She knew that face. She had no idea where from, but she had seen him before. And recently.



84
Scarlett hated how much her mum was hurting. She wanted so badly to tell her the truth, and had been about to blurt it all out when she had said she was going to lie down for a while. Scarlett could still hear her crying quietly in the bedroom.
She stood up and walked to the bedroom door, then turned and retraced her steps. Her mum could ruin everything if she told her. She would demand answers, probably from Lewis himself. As Scarlett paced the room her phone beeped. She checked the message: Det Supt Stanley is happy to see you at 2.30 this afternoon. I’ll pick you up. Becky.
Scarlett sighed with relief. She wouldn’t have to keep things secret from her mum for much longer. She would ask this police officer what to do, and she was sure it would all get sorted. Maybe she and her mum could go into some sort of protective custody until Lewis and his boss had completed their operation.
For a moment she felt elated. Then her phone beeped again: I need to see you. I know you have a meeting with Supt Stanley today. I must see you first. Trust no one. You can’t come to the apartment. Meet me on the roof.
Scarlett hoped that Lewis hadn’t been in the apartment next door when Mr Douglas got there. What if the whole investigation was ruined because of that scrap of paper her mum had found?
She needed to help Lewis, and so she crept across the room and quietly opened the front door.
Scarlett made her way along the corridor to the fire exit, hoping that neither of the police officers would appear around the corner, but she made it without meeting anyone and pushed the heavy door open.
As she climbed slowly up the stairs, she was trying to get the facts clear in her head so she could tell Lewis, but the only thing that seemed relevant was that note of the addresses of the two apartments. She didn’t see how her dad’s supposed relationship with Alison could matter at all. She could only hope that Lewis wouldn’t say the whole operation was now in ruins because of that one scrap of paper.
When she reached the top of the concrete staircase, she found the door propped open. She stepped out onto the roof. Lewis was waiting for her, leaning against the wall of the shed-like construction that housed the stairhead. He didn’t give her a moment to speak.
‘What’s all this about you going to see Superintendent Stanley?’
Scarlett was about to respond that she had asked for a senior female to talk to when Lewis continued.
‘I know this man. It’s my job to know all the top officers, and he’s not to be trusted any more than Douglas. You don’t seem to realise that all these guys are as bad as each other. Don’t go and see him, Scarlett.’
Scarlett felt her heart race. Superintendent Stanley was a woman. Shouldn’t Lewis have known that? Was he confused? But Lewis was an undercover policeman. How else could he know about the meeting? So why did he think she was a man?
‘Why are you staring at me like that, Scarlett? Look, say nothing to anyone. You don’t know anything, and I’m going to disappear for a while until it’s all died down. We’re putting the operation on hold so neither Douglas nor Stanley gets wind of what’s happening.’
Scarlett had to get away from him. She had to think. ‘Okay. I’d better go.’
Just then her phone beeped with an incoming message. Lewis’s phone pinged at exactly the same moment. She ignored it and backed towards the entrance to the stairwell, trying her best to smile. Lewis was watching her carefully.
Her phone started to ring. And so did the one in Lewis’s hand. She glanced at the screen. It was her mum. She cancelled the call and it stopped ringing. And so did his.
‘Oh dear,’ he said, pulling a fake mournful expression as he walked towards her. ‘Looks like my cover is blown.’
Scarlett knew what he had done. He’d had her phone for ages during the photo session, and he must have put an app on it – probably to check she didn’t tell anyone what had happened. She knew all about spy apps because one of her friends was livid when her dad put one on her phone. Some apps could intercept calls, read texts and even be switched on remotely to listen in to whatever was going on in the vicinity of the phone.
Lewis couldn’t be who he said he was. He wasn’t getting his information from his handler; he was getting it directly from her phone. That’s why he didn’t know that Superintendent Stanley was a woman.
Scarlett’s heart was thudding in her chest, and she took a couple more steps back. Lewis stood and watched her, a sickening smile on his face. She turned and started to run, but she had taken no more than a couple of steps before he was on her. Just like before, he grabbed her, one arm tightly around her waist, pinning her arms to her sides, one hand clamped over her mouth before she could scream.
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Becky sat on the metal staircase and passed on Tom’s instructions to Keith. It was a muggy day, and out here she had hoped there might be a bit of breeze. Clutching her phone in one hand, she leaned back on her free arm and turned her face to a breath of air, closing her eyes. She had asked Keith to send the image of Jennifer to Tom’s phone and was only giving him half her attention as he gave her chapter and verse on the lines of enquiry he was following up.
‘There was one other thing, ma’am. You asked me to take another look at the pictures from the swimming pool,’ Keith said.
Becky’s brain snapped into focus and she was no longer listening to Keith with even half an ear.
That’s it! Her eyes shot open. The man on the stairs – she knew who he was and where she had seen him before.
‘Keith, I need you to find out…’ she asked, interrupting him mid-flow. ‘What the hell…?’
She ended the call and leaped to her feet. The top of the metal staircase faced the north wing across the wide courtyard, and she could see two figures on the roof. A man dressed in black was pulling a girl with red hair backwards and out of view towards the far side of the roof.
Becky turned and ran towards the door, pressing the bell for the caretaker repeatedly while calling Tom on her radio. ‘Tom, Scarlett’s on the roof. There’s a man with her and he’s dragging her towards the edge. I think he’s going to push her over.’
‘Where are you?’ Tom shouted. She could tell he had already started to run.
‘I’m outside and the pissing caretaker won’t let me in.’ Becky stabbed at every button on the intercom system, but everybody was probably out at work.
‘Okay, call for backup. I’m just reaching the emergency stairwell now.’
‘Tom, it’s the lifeguard from the swimming pool. I’m sure of it.’
‘Shit! Just get up to the roof as quickly as you can.’
Tom ended the call and Becky hammered on the door with her fist while shouting into her radio for backup.
She was never going to make it. She turned to look back at the roof and yelled as loud as she could, ‘Police! Let her go, you bastard.’
She knew he wouldn’t be able to make out the words, but she hoped hearing a voice and knowing he had been seen might be enough to slow him down.
*
Tom took the stairs two at a time. Even if Becky made it into the building, she was going to be slower than him getting to the roof.
When he reached the door at the top of the stairs, it was propped open. Tom burst out into the hot glare of the sun. He could see Scarlett and a young man with dark hair and a thin growth of facial hair on the far side of the roof. The man had one hand over Scarlett’s mouth and was dragging her closer and closer to the edge. Scarlett didn’t seem to be struggling; she was like a dead weight. Maybe she was unconscious.
Tom shouted, and the man looked round. His eyes met Tom’s for a second then flicked towards the open doorway of the north wing fire escape. It was clear to Tom that if he dropped Scarlett now he could make a run for it through that doorway and down the stairs.
Tom quickly weighed up the options. If he rushed the man, he might panic and push Scarlett over the edge, knowing he could probably take Tom on and win. He was younger and fitter, and Tom didn’t fancy his chances. And anyway his priority was to keep Scarlett safe.
He stopped dead and the man froze too. At least for a moment. And then he started to pull Scarlett towards the edge again and Tom knew he couldn’t get to her in time.
*
Becky had given up trying to get the caretaker to open up for her. He either wasn’t in, or he had made a run for it. She hadn’t liked the look of him one bit and recognised something evil in him. She spun round, looking for anybody who might be able to let her into the building. She saw someone coming out through the door at the top of the opposite staircase.
‘Police!’ she shouted. ‘Hold that door open.’
A startled girl in her early twenties did as she was asked, and Becky raced down one staircase and up the other.
‘Thanks,’ she gasped, pushing past the girl and into the corridor. She remembered seeing an emergency stairwell at the junction of the corridors and she headed towards that, aware that she was going to have to go up several flights of stairs to reach the roof.
Come on, Becky. Show them what you’re made of, she thought as she tore down the corridor and burst through the door.
Where the hell is the backup? Bloody Manchester traffic clogged up, no doubt.
She made it up the first two flights of stairs, but by the third she was really flagging. Only the thought that Scarlett was in danger spurred her on. And Tom was up there on his own. What if there were more of them, not just this one guy?
‘Oh God.’ She had hardly any breath left, and her legs felt like jelly.
When she reached the open door at the top of the stairs she paused for a moment. She didn’t know what was happening, and if she ran out there without an ounce of strength in her body she might make things worse. She bent over double, grasping her legs just above the knees, trying to get control of her breathing.
She had just about recovered when she heard a shout: ‘No!’
It was Tom.
She rushed out onto the roof. Tom was some distance away, but Scarlett and the man were only a few metres from Becky, right by the low parapet. Scarlett was limp and the man was bending down. It looked to Becky as if he was about to throw her over the edge and she knew that he would come for her next. Standing in the entrance to the stairwell, she was the only thing blocking his escape. She looked around for a weapon, but there was nothing.
When she looked up again, she noticed that Scarlett’s eyes were open and staring straight at her, as if she was trying to tell her something, but Becky had no idea what.
The man had just got his hands under Scarlett’s knees when the girl drew her legs under her and powered to her feet, using all the strength in her thighs. The man was right next to the parapet. Scarlett’s shoulder hit him in the chest, and his arms shot out as he tried to regain his balance.
As he toppled back his hand reached out to grab at Scarlett. She screamed as she rocked towards him.
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By the time he made it home that evening Tom was bone tired. He had sat through interview after interview, been interrogated by Philippa and produced a written report of everything that had happened on the roof and the events that had led to it. He had gone over the details with Becky more times than he could count, and, given the similarities between the two cases, they had re-examined the Jennifer Bale case. But there was no evidence that her death was anything other than suicide, and Tom had fought hard to block out thoughts of Linda Bale’s fatal leap.
Eventually he told Becky to go home. She was supposed to be taking things easy for her first few weeks back at work, and today had been both physically and emotionally demanding.
Could they have done anything any different? However many times he went over the scenario in his head, he felt sure that racing across the roof in an attempt to save Scarlett wouldn’t have helped. But he would never know.
As Tom steered his car into the drive, his heart lifted a little in spite of his exhaustion when he saw Louisa’s car parked in front of the garage. She was sitting on his front step dressed in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, her slim brown legs stretched out in front of her. He had no idea how long she had been there.
Tom turned off the ignition and jumped out.
‘Louisa, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you’d be waiting.’
She gave him a sad little smile. ‘After the day you’ve had, I don’t want to hear any apologies. I was hardly going to let you sit at home all night and worry about everything on your own.’
Louisa knew exactly what had happened. She was one of the team of doctors that had tried to mend a body badly broken in a fall from a roof.
‘Let’s go in,’ she said, putting her arm around his waist as if he needed help to stay upright, which perhaps he did. ‘You can tell me about it inside.’
Tom walked into the kitchen and threw open the doors to the garden in an attempt to catch a breath of air. But the night was still, the atmosphere heavy, as if a thick blanket was lying over Manchester, deadening all sound and draining the city of energy.
He poured them a stiff drink. They both needed it.
‘Here’s to a crap day that I never want to repeat,’ Tom said, raising his glass. Louisa clinked hers with his and said nothing, waiting for him to speak. He didn’t look at her, just stared into his vodka as if once again seeing the whole disaster unfold.
‘I could have stopped it. That’s what I keep thinking.’
‘How?’ Louisa asked, her voice matter-of-fact. Tom was relieved that she wasn’t revelling in the drama, as so many would. She was calm, allowing him to say as much or as little as he liked, but he wanted to tell her everything, maybe in the hope that this time his role in the events would sound better to his ears.
‘I came out from the south wing stairs, and the man Scarlett knew as Lewis was on the far side of the roof, dragging her towards the edge. She looked for all the world as if she’d passed out. She was floppy, you know?’
Louisa nodded.
‘I was about eighty metres from the pair of them. I’m no sprinter, so with the best will in the world it would have taken me about twenty-five seconds from a standing start to reach them. Lewis was close to the edge, and I felt sure that if I rushed him he would fling Scarlett off the roof and run for the other fire exit. He was right by it, and he’s a lot younger than me. I didn’t know Becky was there.’
Tom downed the last of his drink in one gulp and turned to the fridge for a bottle of wine. He had realised long ago that alcohol was never the solution to any problem, but right now he didn’t care.
‘What I don’t know is whether I made an active decision not to move, or if I dithered,’ he said, taking two wine glasses from the cupboard.
‘I think you’re overanalysing this, Tom. I’ve not known you for long, but I watched you during that awful case earlier this year. It’s obvious how much you care, and you question yourself simply because it matters to you. You’d have instantly weighed up the options, and it’s only now that you’re doubting yourself.’
Tom’s eyes met Louisa’s. There was a stillness about her that he found soothing, and her confidence in him was comforting.
‘When Lewis got her right to the edge, Scarlett pulled her legs under her and stood up as fast as she could. She’s a tall girl, and he was completely off balance. Lewis reached out to grab her as he fell. I can still hear the sound of her scream.’
*
Natalie hadn’t been able to stop shaking since Becky Robinson had come to tell her what had happened. She’d heard the sound of sirens minutes before, but it never occurred to her that it was anything to do with Scarlett. She looked out of the window to see what was going on and had seen two ambulances. One raced round the corner as if heading for the main entrance of the building, but the other stopped about fifty yards along the road from her window. She leaned out as far as she could to look, but a crowd had gathered around what appeared to be a body, and she couldn’t see a thing.
Then the hammering had started on her door.
‘Natalie, let me in. It’s Scarlett – she needs you.’
Natalie felt as if her heart had stopped. Was that Scarlett down there on the pavement? For a moment she couldn’t move.
‘Natalie, open the door. Scarlett’s okay. She’s not hurt.’
She rushed to the door and flung it open. Becky was gasping for air, her face white and clammy. She was hanging on to the door frame as if she was about to keel over.
‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I just need to catch my breath. We need to get you up to the roof. Scarlett’s there. The paramedics are with her, but she’s okay. Just in shock.’
Natalie hadn’t waited for Becky to recover. She raced along the corridor and was about to turn the corner when Becky shouted, ‘Through the emergency exit. Just keep going up.’
She flung open the door, sprinted up the stairs and burst out onto the roof. Two men in green uniforms were kneeling by Scarlett’s side, and Tom Douglas was crouched by her head, talking quietly to her.
‘Scarlett!’ Natalie threw herself down onto the concrete roof and reached out to touch her daughter.
‘She’s okay, Natalie,’ Tom said. ‘She’s incredibly brave.’
‘What happened?’
‘She was in great danger but she kept her head. She managed to get the better of a grown man, and you should be very proud of her.’
Scarlett turned her head and spoke quietly, her voice surprisingly steady. ‘I did what Dad taught me. He said a dead weight was much more difficult to move, so I pretended I’d fainted and let my whole body go limp. When we got to the edge I stood up quickly and…’
Oh my God, Natalie thought. That must be him on the pavement.
‘Shh, sweetheart. It’s okay. I love you, baby.’
The paramedics had insisted that Scarlett go to hospital to be checked over, and as Natalie sat by her daughter’s side, holding her hand, the whole sorry tale had come out.
‘I believed Lewis when he said he was a policeman. I really did think he had been working with Dad before he died. But how did he know who I was?’
Natalie hadn’t been able to answer that, telling Scarlett that none of it mattered now. But a couple of hours later Becky had arrived at the hospital and explained it to Natalie as they sat together in the waiting room.
‘I’m afraid it seems Alison Morgan was working with Lewis. I can’t tell you much more right now, but I will as soon as I can. What I do need to tell you is that Lewis had some inappropriate photos of Scarlett. It looks like she didn’t know he was taking them – the bad ones, that is. She may be too embarrassed to tell you, but she needs to know that we’re fairly certain we’ve got them all, and nobody else is ever going to see them.’
Natalie’s mouth flooded with saliva and for a moment she thought she was going to be sick. The horror of what her daughter had been through made the pain of Alison’s treachery pale into insignificance. But there was one question she had to ask, knowing how much it would matter to Scarlett.
‘Do you think Bernie was involved?’
‘Well, I think it’s unlikely your husband was working undercover, if I’m honest. But that doesn’t mean he wasn’t an excellent policeman, and we think – although we still have to confirm this – that Bernie was probably trying to gather evidence against Alison so he could get her to release her hold on him.’
‘Well, there was much easier option, if he’d had the balls. He could just have told me.’
Natalie could hear the disillusionment in her own voice, and Becky was sensible enough to say nothing. And Natalie was going to have to explain to Scarlett that her dad’s late nights and frequent absences were down to something far less honourable than overtime on a covert operation. She wasn’t looking forward to that.
The thought of the danger she had put her daughter in was sending shivers up and down Natalie’s spine every few minutes. Alison must have set up the apartment and got that bogus agent to call her. But why would she do that?
‘She and Lewis bought both flats through a company they set up,’ Becky explained. ‘DS Sims – you met him when you came for the interview – has checked it out. We found a message from Alison to Lewis on his phone.’
Natalie knew this wasn’t going to be pleasant, but she had to know. ‘Just tell me the worst. I can’t hate her any more than I already do.’
‘She started by blaming him for everything going wrong. He wasn’t supposed to be taking anybody into the other apartment and she thought it was safe to move you in.’ Becky paused and looked at Natalie, as if unsure whether to continue.
‘Don’t stop, Becky. I want to know.’
‘It seems she wanted you close by, and you’d mentioned going to Spain to stay with your parents. I’m sorry, Natalie, but she said she wanted to witness your unhappiness over the split with Ed Cooper.’
Can this get any worse? Natalie thought. And then it came to her in a sudden moment of clarity, so clear she didn’t know why she had never seen it before. Alison had never forgiven Natalie for giving up on their dreams. Natalie had chosen Bernie, and Alison – who had never had anybody to call her own – had been devastated. Natalie hadn’t cut her friend out of her life and had tried to include Alison in her family, but it wasn’t enough. Alison had felt compelled to destroy Natalie’s happiness.
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Louisa had finally managed to persuade Tom to have a hot shower and get into bed, but he still needed to get it all out of his system, and it seemed Louisa understood. She rested her head on his shoulder and wrapped an arm around his waist.
‘Talk to me,’ she said. So he did.
He told her about Bernie Gray’s death, his wife’s new man Ed Cooper, her best friend Alison, family friend Megan, and the complex relationships between all of them. And Louisa just listened without interrupting him once.
‘One thing you need to know, Louisa, is that Lewis told Scarlett that I’m corrupt and into teenage girls. She was about to tell my boss all of this, and I’d probably have been suspended while they investigated his claims.’
Louisa lifted a hand to his chest and stroked it gently. ‘Come on, Tom. Nobody on this earth would have believed that.’
That wasn’t necessarily the case, as Tom well knew. Paedophiles don’t have their predilections printed on their foreheads, so he was grateful that Lewis’s lies had come out quickly, thanks to Scarlett, before people had started to look at him askance, wondering how much of it was true. He imagined, just for a moment, how it might have gone if he had been investigated, and how he would have explained it to his young daughter Lucy. The thought sickened him.
‘How was Lewis when you left?’ he asked, changing the subject.
‘Not good, but he’s alive. We’ve put him into an induced coma until the swelling on his brain reduces. He’s got a fractured pelvis and his spine’s damaged too. There are other multiple fractures, none of which could be described as serious in isolation, but it’s unlikely he’ll ever walk again.’
Tom knew that for some of his colleagues this would have been the perfect outcome. Not for Tom. He didn’t want the man’s terrible injuries to evoke one ounce of sympathy in a jury or the press. Lewis had come so close to killing Scarlett, and Tom wasn’t sure he would ever have been able to forgive himself for his decision not to race across that roof in an attempt to save her.
He thought about the mountain of information that the technical team had discovered on Lewis’s computer that proved both his and Alison Morgan’s crimes. But there was nothing to tie Bernie Gray in at all. Lewis, on the other hand, had taken a number of part-time jobs – including the one at the swimming pool – that put him in contact with the young girls that Alison had identified as vulnerable.
Unfortunately, they had been unable to find Alison Morgan. Her mobile phone was dead, and her house was empty.
‘So how did Lewis, or whatever his name is, get involved in all this?’
‘His real name’s Paul Todd, aka Jed, but let’s stick to calling him Lewis, can we? My brain won’t compute anything else right now. Alison Morgan was the instigator, it seems. She was brought up in a children’s home. Lewis’s brother was a friend of hers there, but Lewis himself is a lot younger. The brother died of a drugs overdose, and Alison took the kid under her wing. That’s as much as we’ve managed to discover, but it’s enough.’
‘She’s a real piece of work, isn’t she?’
‘And then some. According to Ed Cooper, she phoned him this morning. She must have known we were getting close, and she was about to do a runner. Anyway, she asked him to give Natalie a message. She said Bernie had fallen out of love with her years ago and had only stayed because of Scarlett. That and a load of other nonsense which he was supposed to pass on.’
‘Why didn’t she tell Natalie herself?’
‘Too clever,’ Tom said, shaking his head. ‘If Ed tells her, he’ll be the cause of her pain. He’ll be the one who destroyed whatever is left of her belief in Bernie.’
‘And if he doesn’t tell her?’
‘Natalie will believe Megan’s version – that Bernie was trapped and was trying to protect his marriage. Bernie remains the number-one good guy – albeit slightly flawed.’
‘Where does that leave this Ed chap then?’ Louisa asked.
‘Living in the shadow of a dead man, at a guess.’
‘My God, the human psyche never fails to confound me. But with all this renewed interest in Bernie’s death, wasn’t Alison worried that the investigation would lead you to her crimes?’
‘I don’t think she had a clue that Bernie was on to her, which is what we have to assume given his knowledge of the website and the apartments, and the fact that he seemed to think Amber Blackwood – another girl they abused – had something to do with Alison. Whether he would have turned her in, or used what he knew to free himself from her clutches, I don’t know, and I guess we never will.’
‘And what about Bernie, then? Has all this helped you to discover who killed him?’
‘Oh, I know who killed him,’ Tom said. ‘The trouble is, this is one clever murderer – there’s not a scrap of evidence. But I’m not going to stop looking.’
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Two Months Later
Ed heaved the last of the suitcases out of Natalie’s car and carried them into the house.
‘I think that’s the lot, love,’ he said, giving her a beaming smile.
Natalie smiled back as she locked the car. Ed had been so patient when she told him that although she understood everything now and was confident that Scarlett would be perfectly safe with him, she still had a lot to come to terms with in her own mind. As each detail of Bernie’s other life was revealed she’d had to decide which version of him to believe in and what memories to hold on to. Until she had rationalised it all, she couldn’t move back in with Ed.
But now that time had come. She needed to love and be loved again.
Becky Robinson had been a star and had talked Natalie through everything to do with the website. She knew now that neither Ed nor Bernie was involved in child pornography and accepted that she wouldn’t have thought Ed’s behaviour with Scarlett was at all suspect if it hadn’t been for the images she had discovered on his computer.
Scarlett felt safe when Ed was around, and she needed stability more than ever. She was still having nightmares about Lewis, and had been horrified by how readily she had believed everything he had told her about Bernie. Lewis had known all along that she was Bernie’s daughter, and Scarlett was struggling to forgive herself for being so gullible, especially as she was continually claiming not to be a kid any more.
The worst thing for both mother and daughter had been dealing with the knowledge that Bernie had had a secret relationship with Alison and had genuinely believed she was expecting his child. Natalie had talked to Megan about it endlessly but still had difficulty understanding why he had allowed himself to be dragged into something that could have shattered his family into tiny pieces.
Megan had tried to be patient, but Natalie had sensed the irritation in her voice.
‘Natalie, he got drunk. He made himself vulnerable to a snake like Alison and because he didn’t want you to get hurt – or worse, to walk out on him – he tried to juggle everything and keep everybody happy. Let’s face it, if he’d told you Alison was having his baby, you would have gone, wouldn’t you? I keep telling you that people are fallible. We all do stupid things from time to time, and Bernie was no exception.’
Natalie had frowned at that, and Megan jumped right in.
‘You’re bloody fallible, for one! You thought Alison was perfect – that she was totally on your side. You gave her so much credit, and for over fifteen years she’s had one aim in life – to find a way to make you miserable. You trusted her with your most private thoughts and no doubt shared a few secrets about Bernie that he would have preferred you not to.’
Megan. Always the sensible one. Always the one to hold things together. Natalie could understand Megan not telling her what she knew about Alison. Her loyalty had been one hundred per cent to Bernie. But it had been a little more difficult to accept Ed’s silence on the subject. Natalie had struggled with the fact that he had known about Bernie’s relationship with Alison and hadn’t told her, even after they got together.
‘I only found out a couple of days before he died, darling,’ Ed had said, holding her hand across the table and pleading with his eyes for her understanding. ‘I was going to persuade him to tell you himself. I didn’t want to be the one to rip your life apart. And I didn’t tell you after he died because I didn’t want to hurt you.’
They had talked endlessly: Scarlett and Natalie, Natalie and Ed, Megan and Scarlett – each and every combination. But still Natalie had needed space to think and to lick the last of her wounds, and it was only when the police confirmed that they had tracked Alison down and arrested her that she was able to begin the healing process.
It took Natalie two months to piece together what was left of her memories into a picture of her life with Bernie that she was happy with, and finally Ed and Scarlett had convinced her that they could be happy together, as a family. Ed was already helping Scarlett with her schoolwork and had offered to pay for the much-longed-for skiing trip. Natalie couldn’t continue to prevaricate, and so here she was – back in Ed’s beautiful house.
Scarlett was due home any minute, and Natalie knew how much her daughter had been looking forward to this day. Natalie couldn’t stand still, hoping and praying that this time she had made the right decision for both of them. She had to make this work, and she had to stop seeing spectres around every corner. She needed to get back to being positive and learn to trust again.
She walked into the kitchen with Ed and he pulled her into his arms. ‘At last,’ he said. ‘This is where you were always meant to be.’
Natalie said nothing. She was glad to be here, but however things had ended, she had loved Bernie and she wasn’t going to forget that.
‘I’ve got a surprise for you both when Scarlett gets home,’ Ed said, not letting go of her but leaning back slightly so that he could see her face. His eyes were shining.
‘What is it?’
‘You’re going to have to wait. It’s more for Scarlett than you, but I hope you’ll be happy about it. She’ll be home soon.’
He pulled her close again. Natalie felt her muscles tense and willed herself to relax. She was lucky to have a man like Ed and she couldn’t let him sense how unresponsive she still felt. It would pass, she was sure. She just had to try harder.
The front door slammed. Scarlett was home.
‘Welcome home, sweetheart,’ Ed said, stepping forward to give her a hug. Natalie found herself watching him. She knew her previous suspicions were unfounded, but she also knew it would be a while before she was completely easy in her mind. She could see that Ed kept the hug a little formal, as if conscious of her concerns. Only his arms touched Scarlett, the rest of his body held slightly away.
With one arm around Scarlett’s shoulders, he turned to face Natalie. ‘Stay here, both of you. Your surprise is in the garage. Close your eyes – no peeping.’
In the end it didn’t matter whether their eyes were open or closed, because they heard a noise that Natalie recognised immediately. The yapping of a puppy.
Scarlett’s eyes flew open, her face a picture of joy, and when Ed pushed open the door from the garage to the kitchen she jumped up and down as she saw the squirming puppy in his arms.
‘Oh Ed, thank you so much. She’s amazing. Look, Mum. She’s just like Zena – same colour and everything. I don’t know what to say.’
She rushed over and gently took the puppy from Ed, kissing the soft dark fur on her head. The puppy must have felt at home, because she lifted her face and licked Scarlett’s chin. Scarlett giggled with delight.
Ed looked at Natalie and smiled. ‘I think the puppy’s a hit, don’t you?’ He handed Scarlett a pretty gift bag. ‘And there’s one more thing.’
‘You open it, Mum. I want to keep hold of this little cutie.’
It was difficult to see who was more delighted, Scarlett or the puppy, so Natalie did as her daughter asked and reached inside the bag to pull out the gift.
‘See? Just like Zena’s,’ Ed said, beaming at them both.
Natalie held up the collar and lead, studded with LED lights so that the puppy could be seen in the dark. It was indeed exactly like Zena’s.
Scarlett squealed and wrapped one arm around Ed’s waist to give him a squeeze while still keeping hold of the puppy. ‘Thank you so much, Ed. You’re the best stepfather in the world.’
They both turned to look at Natalie, who felt as if the grin she had been wearing as she witnessed Scarlett’s happiness had frozen like a mask, gluing her top lip to her teeth, her jawbone aching with the effort of keeping the smile going.
She wanted to ask. But if she did, her doubt, her lack of trust in this man would tear them apart all over again.
Her mind flashed back to the night before Bernie died. The collar was something she had never told anyone about because Bernie’s death had made a mockery of the gift. Her husband had come in late, just before she went to bed, but she hadn’t wanted to wait.
‘I’ve bought something for you and Zena – to keep you both safe when you’re out walking in the dark,’ she’d said.
She had handed the package to Bernie, and he had been as excited as he always was when he was given a present, feeling the package with both hands to see if he could guess what was inside.
‘I give in,’ he said. ‘What is it?’
‘Open it and find out,’ she’d said, laughing at his childlike behaviour.
He put his hand into the opened package and slowly drew out a special collar that Natalie had bought for Zena – one that lit up; one designed to ensure they would be seen on the dark lanes.
Bernie’s eyes had sparkled with delight. ‘A brilliant present,’ he said, leaning across to kiss her. ‘I love you, beautiful wife of mine. Do you know that?’
Zena had only worn that collar once, and it hadn’t kept either of them safe. But apart from Scarlett and Bernie, nobody else knew about it. Or maybe she was being stupid. If this had been Bernie, she would have simply believed there was a logical explanation. Perhaps she had told Ed about it and forgotten, but to ask the question would once again demonstrate her lack of trust in this man.
‘Mum?’ Scarlett said, her eyes clouding with concern as she hugged her new puppy even tighter.
Natalie was ruining the moment. If she took Scarlett away from here again, she wasn’t sure what it would do to her. She was so fragile right now.
‘Sorry, sweetheart. Just a quick flashback. I couldn’t be more pleased for you.’
She turned to smile at Ed, ready to accept that she was seeing shadows within shadows. She looked into his eyes and saw the horror there, the dawning realisation of his mistake. He seemed to be holding himself together, his body taut.
But maybe she was wrong.
She had trusted Alison. She had trusted Bernie. She had been wrong on both counts. She had doubted Ed once before, and he had forgiven her. And maybe his eyes told a different story – not one of guilt, but of concern that the puppy had awoken unhappy memories of the day Bernie died.
Which was it?
Two pairs of eyes were watching her, both waiting to see if their world was going to come crashing down around them, and Natalie could feel the tension in the room tightening its grip. She took a deep breath to control the emotion in her voice.
‘Ed—’
‘Mum.’ Scarlett spoke at the same moment and moved across the room to put one arm around Natalie’s waist while the other clung on to the puppy. ‘I’m so happy we’ve come home. Aren’t you?’
She knew she had to speak, but she couldn’t find the right words.
Ed broke the brief silence before it became unbearable. ‘There’s a bottle of champagne in the fridge,’ he said, his voice uncertain. ‘I think we have something to celebrate. Shall I open it?’
Natalie felt her daughter’s arm squeeze her a little tighter and turned to look down at her worried face.
Yes,’ she answered, forcing herself to smile. ‘We’d like that, wouldn’t we, Scarlett?’
***
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Of course, the books aren’t just about Tom (although where would we be without him?). The victims in the stories each have their own voice, and sometimes they have some tricky decisions to make. They don’t always act the way I would (at least, I hope not, given that some of them resort to murder), but it’s satisfying to create a dilemma and then work out the best way to resolve it for my characters.
Of course, the very best thing about publishing a book is getting a response from you – the reader. I have been delighted by the support I’ve received over the last six years – although it’s almost impossible to believe it’s been that long.
I keep in touch through various means – Facebook, Twitter, and a newsletter that I publish about every six weeks. I enjoy inviting guests along to share their thoughts – Angela Marsons and Sharon Bolton have both featured recently – and there’s usually a writing competition and a list of the most recent books I’ve enjoyed. I’m still a voracious reader, as I always have been, and I don’t just stick to thrillers. If you’d like to subscribe, we’d be pleased to welcome you. Just go to www.rachel-abbott.com/contact and complete your details.
Of course, I’d love to know what you think about The Sixth Window, so feel free to tweet me, leave me a message on Facebook, or a review on Amazon – every author loves getting reviews, and I’m no exception!
I’m going to be out and about at festivals and other events throughout the year – details on the blog and website and in the newsletter – and if you get a chance to get along to any of them, I would love to say hello.
Thanks again for taking the time to read The Sixth Window.
Best wishes
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KILL ME AGAIN
When your life is a lie, who can you trust?
When Maggie Taylor accepts a new job in Manchester, she is sure it is the right move for her family. The children have settled well, although her husband, Duncan, doesn’t appear to be so convinced.
But nothing prepares her for the shock of coming home from work one night to find that Duncan has disappeared, leaving their young children alone. His phone is dead, and she has no idea where he has gone, or why. And then she discovers she’s not the only one looking for him.
When a woman who looks just like Maggie is brutally murdered and DCI Tom Douglas is brought in to investigate, Maggie realises how little she knows about Duncan’s past. Is he the man she loves? Who is he running from?
She doesn’t have long to decide whether to trust him or betray him. Because one thing has been made clear to Maggie – another woman will die soon, and it might be her.
Praise for Kill Me Again
‘A properly addictive, leave-the-light-on thriller.’

Red Magazine
‘This fast paced thriller will have you racing right through to its shocking conclusion.’

Closer Magazine
‘Kill Me Again by Rachel Abbott is almost unbearably tense, with a killer twist.’

Good Housekeeping
Buy Kill Me Again from Amazon



Other Novels by Rachel Abbott

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?
“This is an absolutely stunning debut novel from a writer with a gift for telling a tale. I can’t wait for more.”

THE BACK ROAD
A girl lies close to death in a dark, deserted lane. A driver drags her body to the side of the road. A shadowy figure hides in the trees, watching and waiting.
“A clever psychological crime and mystery novel.”

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.
“Just when you think you’ve got it sussed, you’ll find yourself screeching in frustration at your foolishness.”

STRANGER CHILD
One dark secret. One act of revenge.
They say you should never trust a stranger. Maybe they’re right.
"Absorbing, complex and brilliantly planned, I loved this book. 10/10."
- Novelicious

NOWHERE CHILD
Someone is looking for Tasha. But does she want to be found?
A standalone novella featuring the same characters as Stranger Child.
“The tension mounts to a high level as the hunted Tash desperately tries to avoid being captured.”
– Cleo Loves Books
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