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        I want to know why.
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        Number 1: Derek and Lester Morton.

        Number 2: Craig Heller.

        Number 3: Owned by Clare Davis. Presently empty.

        Number 4: Owned by Jeremy Cole. Daisy Cole is staying.

        Number 5: Pamela Adams.

        Number 6: Heather and Barry Landen.

        Number 7: Nora Collins.

        Number 8: Victoria Wells.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          2015

        

      

    

    
      Zara Landen slid her finger down the flat of the blade. Calm, despite the rush of adrenalin soaring through her body. It was time to take back control.

      As she slipped the knife into her rucksack – the mask and hooded black robe already tucked deep inside – the sharp blade nicked her flesh. A blood bubble oozed through her skin.

      The girls would bleed later.

      She had never wanted to harm a living thing before the girls of Maple Close ruined her life. Never trod on ants or bashed the life out of flies with glossy magazines. She’d hugged trees, felt sad for hours after seeing roadkill, couldn’t watch wildlife programmes where lions chased their prey.

      But these girls had darkened her soul. Bullied her. Tortured her. They needed to be punished.

      You mustn’t feel guilty. They deserve it. Tit for tat.

      Rising from the edge of her bed, she slung her rucksack across her shoulders, and took the stairs down from her bedroom. ‘Going to Neville’s. Won’t be long,’ she called, keeping things normal.

      Before her mum could appear from the lounge to tell her not to be late for dinner, remind her she was only seventeen, ask her if she’d done her homework, blah blah blah, she’d pushed her feet into her cheap trainers and flown through the front door, letting it slam closed behind her.

      Tonight, everything would change forever.
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          JANUARY 2026

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Daisy

      

      

      ‘I’m going to kill you, Daisy Cole!’

      I risk a glance over my shoulder. Justine’s cheeks are flushed with rage, her eyes fired with anger, fists clenched. She’s six foot, big built, and chasing me down the back streets of Finsbury Park. Everything about her is scary. From her short, slicked-back hair to her metal-studded leather jacket. The knife she carries is none too friendly either.

      It hadn’t been my intention to unveil a miscarriage of justice on my debut podcast. I’d planned to discuss, analyse and dissect why people kill, unravel the psychology behind a killer’s mind. If I’d stuck to my plan I wouldn’t be gasping for breath, fearing these are my last moments on earth.

      I dash around a corner, beads of sweat forming across my top lip, despite the cold. There’s nobody about, houses are in darkness, puddles from an earlier downpour glint in the moonlight. I pick up speed at the sound of Justine’s heavy boots thumping the ground, getting closer. Why the hell did I go down that solving-a-crime rabbit hole on my podcast?

      The case was about a man – Malcolm (‘Call me Malc’) Merryweather – who was locked up for murdering his mother two years ago. I wanted to understand what drove him to take an axe and plunge it into her, not once, not twice, but twenty-two times, turning her pink bedroom red, rather like a slaughterhouse.

      ‘Mother hadn’t been the best,’ Malc told me on my visit to the prison where he was being held. ‘But we’d left the past in the past.’ He’d forgiven her, often visiting with her grandchildren. He’d teared up as I sat on a plastic chair opposite him. ‘I never killed her,’ he said.

      With each episode, my listeners grew, as did an excited buzz inside me. I was becoming a minor celebrity. People liked hearing me talk. And after spending so much of my childhood in silence, this was something special, something I’d never experienced before. It did wonders for my self-esteem and confidence. My ability to ignore my mother’s incessant phone calls.

      It was clear to me, after my second visit to the prison, that Call-Me-Malc was innocent, that he suffered from undiagnosed obsessive-compulsive disorder. He tapped the end of his nose: 1-2-3. 1-2-3. Cleaned the rim of his water cup with a tissue seven times in five minutes, and still never drank from it. I couldn’t imagine him leaving a crime scene in such a bloodied state. He would have needed to clean it up before his brain exploded. But it didn’t make any sense; his DNA was found under the victim’s fingernails – clearly his mother fought for her life.

      Then along came Lisa, one of my keener followers, who saw the photo I’d posted on Instagram of Malc with his mother. She insisted that, behind his facial tattoos, her neighbour Kenneth Webber had an uncanny likeness to the guilty man.

      Having a background in forensic psychology, I knew subtle genetic differences between identical twins may not have shown up when doing a standard DNA test, especially with no knowledge of a twin. So, I went all out to prove Call-Me-Malc was innocent. More fool me.

      It turned out the brothers had been separated at birth. Malcolm’s mother, unable to cope with two children, kept Malc and abandoned Kenneth two hundred miles away on the steps of a Citizens Advice Bureau. Kenneth was eventually adopted, but his life, despite meeting and marrying jolly Justine, had been difficult. Kenneth had found out about his brother on an ancestry site where Malc had uploaded his DNA, discovering his mother had abandoned him. Finding his brother seemingly so much happier than he was, he slaughtered their mother.

      Once all was revealed, Kenneth was arrested and charged and Call-Me-Malc was released. For this reason, Justine wants me dead.

      I’ve known for some time she hates me. She’s stalked me with intent to maim since Kenny – as she calls him – was locked up.

      Earlier this evening, I saw her in the Crooked Bullet, a pub sometimes frequented by Arsenal fans, though unusually quiet for a Friday. I’d ventured in for something to eat – they do a great cod and chips.

      I hoped, at first, that Justine was there by chance, that she hadn’t noticed me sinking down in my chair, attempting to hide behind a sticky cardboard menu. But then she pointed to her eyes with two fingers, then at me with those same two fingers, mouthing, ‘You’re dead.’

      Now, as she chases me, my heart thudding like a jackhammer, I realise she’d been in the pub by design. Hiding behind the sticky menu had been a complete waste of time.

      ‘I’m going to kill you, Daisy Cole!’ she yells again, as I turn into the dark alley that leads to my apartment. Not my best move. I’m halfway along when she grabs my hood and yanks me backwards. I fall to the ground, cracking my head against the pavement. Within seconds, she lifts my five-foot frame off the ground as if I weigh nothing and pins me against the wall, one hand around my throat, my feet dangling in mid-air, blood trickling down my forehead. I fear I’ll wet myself, or throw up, or worse, die.

      ‘Your podcast ruined our lives,’ she yells, spittle landing on my cheek.

      Strictly speaking, their lives were ruined because her husband brutally killed his mother.

      She’s right in my face, dark eyes glaring, breath rank. ‘You dare to go on daytime TV,’ she screams, pressing me against the brickwork, ‘while my Kenny wastes away in prison.’ Hardly wasting away at sixteen stone, I think. God, what’s wrong with me that such a thought invades when I’m so close to death?

      My heart keeps on thudding and I struggle to catch my breath as this giant woman pushes her fingers deep into my neck. Black dots appear before my eyes. I’m going to die. It’s the first time since the day my father died that I’m afraid of someone other than my mother.

      ‘Hey!’ A man shouts from the end of the alley. Thank God! ‘What the hell’s going on down there?’

      Justine releases her grip, and I collapse to the ground in a heap, choking, coughing, crying, gulping air into my lungs with heaving gasps. Within moments, she’s gone, disappearing into the darkness, shouting that she’ll be back to finish me.

      The man’s frantic footsteps echo in the dark alley. His phone is pressed to his ear. He’s calling for an ambulance. I let out a cry – but it’s not of relief. I’m afraid – afraid that Justine won’t give up until I’m dead.

      Then my phone rings out into the darkness as though I’ve conjured my mother. I don’t have to look at the screen. I know it’s her.
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      ‘Here you go, love.’ Grandad hands me a mug of coffee. He looks ten years younger than his seventy-one years, in his casual beige jacket, chinos and woollen fedora hat, his thick, white hair tied back in a short ponytail. ‘Are you sure you’re going to be OK? I can cancel my trip.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ I say, placing the mug on the low table beside me, but I’m still shaken after Justine’s attack. In fact, I’ve been a pathetic mess for the past ten days, spending most of the time on this sofa, covered by a throw, my head nestled against plump pillows, being cared for by Grandad. Prior to that I’d spent two nights in hospital, where they checked for damage to my throat and larynx, and monitored my head injury. Basically, I’m lucky to be alive.

      When police questioned me at the hospital, I told them how the woman had been stalking me for ages. That I’d been keeping a diary and screenshotting what I suspected were nasty messages from her on my socials. I told them how she had often lurked outside my flat, that kind of thing. But with no witnesses and no CCTV of the night she attacked me, it was her word against mine. Even the man who came to my rescue didn’t get a good look at her. In fact, he thought it was a man. But I feel almost safe here at Grandad’s house in Maple Close. A gated cul-de-sac in Hertfordshire, thirty minutes from London. This has been my sanctuary since the age of eight, when my grandparents moved here. I just need to shake the fear that Justine may track me down.

      ‘You’re absolutely sure you’re OK for me to go?’ I’m grateful for my grandad’s concern. It means a lot. But if he doesn’t stop worrying about me I’ll end up begging him to stay. And that wouldn’t be fair. He needs time out, especially since his heart attack a year ago, and his operation to have a stent put in. Despite the fact he’d worked too hard all his life, it was a shock when he became ill. I’d always thought he was invincible. This is the second time he’s taken a break to Florida. His first trip was two months after his heart attack. ‘Some time out, to reboot,’ he’d said.

      While in the US last time, he met Maureen, an acupuncturist from Weston, Florida. They’d hit it off, and I’m happy for him, and try my best not to hate Maureen for slipping in next to Grandad, in the space where my gran belongs.

      ‘I can stay,’ he goes on.

      He needs to leave. Now. ‘I’m fine,’ I say, more firmly. ‘Go. Have fun.’ I glance at his creased leather cases by the door, and back at him. ‘Justine Webber has no idea where I am.’ I hope. ‘It’s been almost two weeks. If she was going to track me down, she would have done so by now.’ I wish I felt as certain as I sound.

      ‘Well, stay here at the house as long as you need.’ Grandad kisses the top of my head like he did when I was a little girl. ‘And call or FaceTime if you need anything at all.’

      ‘I will, I promise. And make sure to put lots of photos up on Facebook.’ It’s a joke. He hates social media. Has always kept his world private.

      He smiles, goes to move, then he’s back. ‘The key to the Land Rover is on the hook in the kitchen if you want to use it. And if you need any money⁠—’

      ‘I’ve got money, Grandad.’ I have. From podcasting and freelance copyediting. ‘I’ll be fine.’

      ‘Good, good.’ He runs a hand over his chin, bites down on his lip, as though trying to think if there’s anything else he needs to tell me. ‘I’ve left Craig Heller’s number on the fridge should the pipes freeze, which they have a habit of doing this time of year.’

      Craig Heller. A name from my past. Every girl crushed on him when I was in my teens, including me. Not that he ever noticed.

      ‘And don’t forget to feed the fish.’ He glances towards the large tank in the corner, yellow and neon-blue fish swimming close to the glass, as though surveying us. ‘And water the plants.’

      ‘Water the fish, and feed the plants, got it.’

      ‘Daisy—’

      I wave a dismissive hand. ‘Stop worrying, nothing’s ever died on my watch.’ Apart from my father.

      ‘I did ask Nora Collins to pop in to feed the fish, as she normally does, but I’ve messaged her to say you’re here and not to bother.’

      Nora Collins. A strange woman. My unkind thought makes me feel guilty. Her son disappeared, so I get that would make anyone a bit odd. Though, to be fair, she was strange before that. ‘I remember her,’ I say.

      ‘Yes, well she is rather memorable.’ Grandad doesn’t smile. ‘Anyway, she can help if you have any problems with the fish. Please don’t hesitate to ask her if you notice anything amiss.’

      ‘What, like they’re not having a nap if they’re floating on the top of the water?’

      He throws me a cautionary glare and takes a deep breath. ‘And the usual rules apply to my office.’

      ‘It’s out of bounds.’

      There’s the toot of a horn. ‘That’ll be my taxi.’ He heads for his luggage, picking up two cases and a carry-on bag. I crawl from under the throw, like a moth (I’m far from a butterfly) emerging from a cocoon, memories invading of the last time I recovered here at Number 4 Maple Close, being cared for by Gran and Grandad. But that was a long time ago.

      I rise, follow him into the hallway, the throw draped around my shoulders.

      ‘And you’re sure⁠—?’

      ‘Grandad, just go. Please.’

      He smiles, opens the door and walks across the drive towards the taxi waiting to take him to Heathrow, wheeling his cases over icy paving.

      I wave, envying him heading for Florida’s sunshine, while I’m left behind praying for winter to end, praying for Justine to never find me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I stand on the doorstep long after the taxi disappears through the wrought-iron gates of the cul-de-sac. I loved coming here as a child, and living here for a short time after my father died, and yet tonight I feel a creeping unease. I attempt to shake away the strange feeling as I study the houses that were once so familiar. But a sad silence swallows me. I sense the aftermath of despair, hear the echoes of those ancient cries that filled the air in 2015, when everyone learned of the brutal attack on the three teenage girls who lived in Maple Close. The news that Zara, who lived here in the same cul-de-sac, had been arrested for the murder of Adele and Rebecca and the gruesome assault on Victoria. I remember, too, the tears when it was discovered that Nora’s son Neville had vanished. And those private sobs within the walls of Gran and Grandad’s house when they learned my mother had killed my father on the same night.

      So much tragedy.

      I pull the throw further round me, shivering from the ice-cold air, or perhaps from the chilling memories, and take a step back, my eyes drawn across the close to Number 7: Nora’s house. There’s a light on in a downstairs window, the flicker of a TV screen. I wonder how she carries on, knowing Neville went missing the night of the murders eleven years ago, that he hasn’t been seen since.

      As though I’ve conjured her, she appears at the window. She looks out for a moment, staring my way before pulling the curtains across.

      Her home is a beautiful house full of character, a Victorian property much like Grandad’s. Originally there were only the two houses here. But when the previous owner of Grandad’s house sold his to developers, along with a fair amount of land, Nora’s father refused to sell his place. In the end, the gated community was built around the two original houses, the builders attempting and succeeding to some degree to match the newbuilds to the original style.

      I shudder, rub the chill from my arms. The starless sky feels low, Jack Frost my only company, and despite Grandad only just leaving I already feel so alone. Afraid. Unable to shake the feeling that Justine is out there somewhere, hiding in the shadows.

      I jolt as the grandfather clock in the hallway behind me strikes eight, and taking a final swooping look across the cul-de-sac, head inside, closing the door behind me.

      The house feels quieter than outside, and I wish for a time when my gran would appear through the kitchen door and race to greet me with open arms and a bright green cupcake full of E-numbers. Of course, there’s no chance of that; my lovely gran died seven years ago.

      Deciding I can’t face the rest of the evening, I walk towards my bedroom, knowing I won’t sleep, but wanting to close the door on the world.
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      I wake at seven, which is late for me. Though my night was restless, riddled with nightmares and breathless waking moments. I’ve probably had three hours sleep in all.

      I throw back the duvet, pull off my bobbly, lime-green bed socks, and swing my legs round, pushing my feet into bootie slippers.

      Since I’ve been staying here, I haven’t left the house, which I intend to rectify today. At first, I was in shock and pain, but I’m better now, physically at least, and know if I don’t go out soon, I’ll get used to hiding away. Become a victim of Justine’s stalking – her assault.

      I shower, dress in flowery leggings and a green hoodie, and head to the kitchen to make coffee. The house feels big and echoey now Grandad’s gone: four floors including the attic room and basement, though I’ve restricted myself to the ground floor, where my bedroom is. Coffee made, I make my way into the lounge, not sure what to do with myself. I have a backlog of online work to do, but I’m struggling to find the oomph to dive back in.

      I flop down in one of the armchairs. Nothing much has changed since I last lived here in my late teens. The navy three-piece suite, the floral curtains, the light blue carpet were all my gran’s choices. Even the same photographs line dark wood sideboards and units, though the picture of my parents’ wedding day has long gone, replaced by a photo of Dad before he married my mother. There are photos of me as a toddler and again around the age of eight wearing a red school sweatshirt, my chestnut-brown hair hanging down my back, long before I started dyeing it purple. There is one of my graduation, Grandad must have had framed. I completed my master’s a few months before Gran died. They’d seemed so proud that day. Later, I gave up on the two years of supervised training – never becoming a practising psychologist.

      The doorbell rings at eight, and I feel a flutter of panic. I draw back the curtain, open the blind at the window. The cul-de-sac appears much the same as it did the night before. The same Jack Frost. The same sad silence. I lean forward to see Heather Landen from Number 6 on the doorstep. I remember her as a friendly woman in her late thirties, attractive with a neat blonde bob and perfect deportment. Gran used to say Heather walked as though she had a stack of books on her head, trying to keep them balanced. Time has changed her appearance. Not aged her especially, no more than eleven years would anyone, but it’s as though someone’s turned her internal lights out. Her hair is longer, a darker blonde than it once was, and tied back in a low ponytail. Her hands are pushed deep into the pockets of a grey cardigan, her straight-cut knee-length black skirt is old-fashioned, the two-inch heels that she’s always worn scuffed. But she still holds her shoulders back, giving an illusion of pride.

      ‘Daisy,’ she says when I open the door. ‘I don’t know if you remember me. Zara’s mum.’

      A flash of memory of playing with her daughter as a child comes and goes, followed by the unsettling thought that the once timid girl I occasionally mixed with, became a teenage killer.

      ‘I do, yes.’ Of course I do. ‘How are you?’ Silly question, the dark circles under her eyes and her pale, blotchy skin, tell me she’s far from OK.

      ‘I don’t suppose I could come in for a moment?’ she says, ignoring the question, if she even heard it.

      I look over my shoulder, into the house, trying to come up with an excuse but I can’t. ‘I guess so.’

      I move to the side so she can enter – she smells bleach-clean – and direct her into the kitchen. ‘Coffee?’ I offer.

      She shakes her head. ‘I won’t keep you long. In fact, I’m not even sure if I’m doing the right thing in talking to you.’

      I gesture for her to sit, and as she lowers herself onto a chair at the table, I sit down opposite her.

      ‘I could be making a terrible mistake,’ she goes on, entwining her fingers. ‘My husband certainly thinks I am. Though Barry will come round to my way of thinking; he’ll do anything to make life somewhere near normal.’ She takes a breath from her ramble, before going on. ‘I’m sure you remember that awful day of the murders; it was the same day that… well, let’s say you had your own tragedy to deal with back then.’

      I feel a twinge of intrusion. I don’t want to revisit that day. The day my father died. The day of the fire. ‘I⁠—’

      ‘You played with my girl when you were children, didn’t you?’ she cuts in, and I’m grateful to return to the subject of Zara.

      I nod, run a hand across my neck. ‘Once or twice.’

      ‘Do you remember protecting her from Adele? I’m not condoning your violent outburst that day, but it certainly gave Adele a much-needed shock. Sorry…’ She lowers her head. ‘I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.’

      I recall the incident. It was odd, I’d never reacted to those girls calling me names. It was only when they started on Zara that I lost it and punched Adele in her beautiful face, sending her tumbling to the ground. I was fourteen, and my attack shocked me as much as it did her. Grandad knew what the girl was like, said she deserved it, but Gran made me go round to apologise. ‘There’s no excuse for violence.’ As I’d stood on Adele’s doorstep, arms folded, defiant, watching her glamorous mother cradling her weeping, battered and bruised daughter, I did as Gran asked, then demanded Adele apologise to Zara in return. Adele’s mum slammed the door in my face.

      ‘I’m sure you know Zara was found guilty of murdering Adele and Rebecca, and of the near-fatal assault on Victoria,’ Heather goes on. ‘That the evidence against her was overwhelming. That she was sentenced to life in a psychiatric prison.’

      I nod. ‘Though I’m still shocked Zara was capable of any of it.’

      Heather shakes her head. ‘I’ve never understood it. Or the fact Zara hasn’t spoken a word since that awful night.’

      ‘She hasn’t? I had no idea.’

      ‘The thing is, Daisy, I’ve had no closure. No explanation as to why she did it.’

      ‘They bullied her.’ I saw it for myself. ‘Wasn’t that the reason?’

      ‘Well, yes. But Zara wouldn’t murder those girls for that, I know she wouldn’t.’ She leans forward in her seat and forces a smile, showing a gap between her front teeth I hadn’t noticed before. ‘Your grandfather mentioned your podcast.’

      I widen my eyes. ‘He did?’

      ‘And I listened to it. It’s such an absorbing subject. How criminal minds work. It’s entertaining to many. Today’s version perhaps of our ancestors grabbing a copy of The Illustrated Police News in 1888.’

      ‘Not quite, but⁠—’

      ‘I’m aware you are extremely qualified on the subject, that you have a master’s in forensic psychology. Your grandad does like to brag.’

      ‘Does he?’

      She smiles, as though my squirming embarrassment is written on my face. I don’t take compliments easily.

      ‘I’ll come to the point. As I say, I’ve listened to your podcast and want you to help me. I’m happy to pay.’

      ‘I’m not⁠—’

      ‘I’ve never believed my beautiful, gentle daughter did what they say she did. Never understood why she hasn’t spoken since the murders. But if she did kill those girls, I need to know why.’ She places her palms together as though praying, presses the tips of her fingers against pale lips. ‘I would be forever in your debt if you would consider Zara’s case on your next podcast.’

      I rise, the chair letting out a screech on the tiles as I push it back. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not doing any more podcasts.’

      ‘You’re not?’ She rises, too, her tired eyes widening. ‘Why not? Your last one was so successful.’

      ‘It’s a long story.’

      ‘Oh, I’m so disappointed.’ She touches my arm. ‘Please. Won’t you just think about it? As I say, I could pay you.’

      I shake my head, thoughts of Justine’s hands around my throat rampaging, quickening my heartbeat. ‘It’s not about the money,’ I say. ‘I just can’t do it.’

      I move towards the kitchen door. She gets the hint and heads into the hallway.

      As I open the front door I touch her arm, curiosity taking over. ‘Why would you want me to do a podcast on Zara, Heather?’ I ask. ‘It would be so invasive.’

      ‘I’ve tried everything,’ she says. ‘I’ve hired two different private investigators over the years, hoping they will discover something that was missed.’ She shakes her head. ‘I might be crazy, but the truth is, I would try absolutely anything to know what happened that night. And maybe, just maybe, someone might hear your podcast and remember something.’ She pauses for a moment, before handing me a piece of paper with her mobile number on. ‘If you change your mind,’ she says.

      ‘I won’t,’ I say, taking it to be polite. ‘I’m sorry.’
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      Once Heather has gone, I stand for some time in the hallway, leaning against the closed door, recalling how sickening the attack on the girls was, my stomach churning at what they went through. They each had three lacerations on their left arm, and a knife wound to their stomach. They’d been drugged. But the worst of the cruelty was the way Adele’s ears had been sliced off, Rebecca’s eyes scooped from their sockets, and Victoria’s mouth sliced upwards at the corners. Hear no evil. See no evil. Speak no evil. It became known as The Wise Monkey Murders.

      What had tipped Zara into such a gruesome, dark world? Why has she remained silent for so long?

      And why am I even thinking about it?

      I open my phone and begin scrolling through social media, trying to take my mind off Heather’s visit, but I can’t. It’s not Heather who is drawing me in, it’s the thought of Zara’s silence, the way she hasn’t told a soul what happened that night. The way she’s kept it all inside. I know how torturous that can be.

      I head into my bedroom, and within moments I’m firing up my laptop, searching for articles on the murders:

      
        
        THE HERTFORDSHIRE HERALD

      

        

      
        THE WISE MONKEY MURDERS

        By Jill Lewis

      

      

      
        
        Today at St Albans Crown Court, ZARA LANDEN, 18 (17 at the time of the attacks), was convicted of the murders of ADELE ADAMS, 17, and REBECCA DAVIS, 17, and the horrendous assault on VICTORIA WELLS, also 17, that took place in January of this year. Zara was arrested when police found a knife covered in her fingerprints at the abandoned cinema where the murders took place.

        Labelled The Wise Monkey Murders, due to the way the girls were mutilated, the killings shocked a nation.

        Zara hasn’t spoken since her arrest. She will spend life in a high-security psychiatric hospital.

        Her mother, Heather Landen, was seen leaving the court in tears today, her husband, Barry, close behind. Heather told reporters through sobs that she doesn’t believe her daughter capable of such a vicious assault. That the jury’s (unanimous) decision was wrong. ‘I won’t rest until they find the real killer,’ she said.

        The missing young man, Neville Collins, 17, who it’s believed was also at the scene of the murders that night, still hasn’t been found.

      

      

      There is nothing in the article that I’m not already aware of, and as I continue my search, all reports of that night are similar. Discussions on forums don’t hold any more content either.

      I rest my head in my hands and close my eyes, unable to get Zara out of my head. It’s as though she’s calling to me.

      I remember moving in with Gran and Grandad following my stay in hospital after my father’s death. I was almost eighteen and, like most people at that time, I knew about The Wise Monkey Murders, how it had happened the same day my dad died. Rebecca had lived next door to my grandparents. After it happened, I would hear her mother Clare sobbing in the garden at all hours – so different from the silence, the absence of emotion, from Pamela, Adele’s mother, who lived on the other side. I felt Clare’s pain, her heartache. My own sobs in sad stereo to hers. Clare’s younger daughter cried, too, sounding in so much distress, trying to make sense of the awful way her sister had died. But the truth is I was lost in my own grief and trauma back then; my memories of that time are patchy at best.

      Gran had tried to keep upbeat for my sake, my grandad less so. He was absorbed in his work, either at his Cottage Clinic a few miles outside a nearby village or in his basement office here at Maple Close. Occasionally he would sit down with me and talk, asking questions, trying to find out what I remembered about the day my dad died, the moment my mother had killed him, but memories of the fire that took Dad’s life were lost to me; they still are.

      Grandad’s retired now but was once a respected psychiatrist. After my mother killed my father, Grandad became obsessed with trying to understand why people kill, which rubbed off on me. He’s the reason I studied forensic psychology, the one who inspired me. Though I wonder sometimes if it was more than that, that maybe it was more about trying to understand myself. Though, if it was, I’m getting absolutely nowhere. I think Grandad and I were, and perhaps still are, desperate to understand why my mum killed my dad and tried to kill me. I wish sometimes I’d been braver as a child and teen. If I’d spoken up about the way she treated me. The way she locked me in the cold pantry for hours, saying she couldn’t look or listen to me any longer, saying she hated the sound of my squeaky little voice, that it ground on her nerves and made her angry. If I’d only said something, things might have been different. ‘This is our little secret, Daisy,’ she would say when she collected me from the pantry before Dad got home, my clothes damp from urine, my face raw from crying. ‘If you tell a soul, things will only get worse.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I close my laptop. Even if I was happy to do another podcast – which I’m not – surely it would be unfair to dig up the girls’ murders. What would Grandad think? Would he be horrified if I talked to his neighbours about the eleven-year-old case? If I discussed it online?

      I think about Heather, living with the horror of what her daughter did, and Zara’s silence. All the woman wants is some sort of closure. Should I deprive her of that?

      A deep sigh rises in my chest. It never seemed possible to me that Zara was capable of such evil. She was a quiet, gentle girl, as far as I recall. My curiosity ramps up. Had there been some terrible mistake? Would it be so bad if I looked into it, found out how Zara is now, why she doesn’t talk? I chastise myself, hating that the case is churning around inside my head. That its bloodied fingers have gripped my interest. That I know already that I need to see Zara.

      I head along the hallway towards my bedroom, carrying my laptop. Since my dad died, I’ve never slept in an upstairs bedroom. I tried a few times, but my thoughts always went to the upstairs bedroom he couldn’t escape from. At university I insisted on a ground floor room in the house I shared with five others, and since then all my apartments have been on the ground floor. The last one, in Finsbury Park, was a furnished studio at the end of an alley I’ll never venture down again. Thankfully, the lease ran out a week after Justine attacked me. It was as though fate told me to come back to Maple Close after so many years. That Zara needs me.

      I step into my bedroom. A single bed, a teak wardrobe and chest of drawers. My Ikea desk is positioned to look out over the sprawling back garden, which is mainly laid to lawn with mature trees I climbed as a child.

      Grandad collected the desk from my flat, along with two suitcases full of my clothes, a box of what can only be described as junk, my podcasting gear, and Raggedy Rabbit – a stuffed toy Dad bought me when I was three, which now lies on my pillow, his ears singed. It’s a pathetic collection of possessions for a twenty-nine-year-old.

      I put my laptop on the desk. I need to get on with my backlog of work. My customers have been very understanding but they won’t wait forever. I sit down and open my laptop once more and click on the Internet icon.

      There’s a row of regularly used sites: WhatsApp, Instagram, Google and a dating app. My last three dates were disastrous. Partly my own fault. I’ve never been great at letting anyone close. I admit I have scars – physical and emotional – that keep me locked in my self-made box. It’s hard, because I would love a relationship, to travel with a soulmate, have children. But this fence (OK, so sometimes I see it as a box, occasionally as a blazing ring of fire that’s surrounding me, other times as a fence topped with barbed wire) has a huge ‘KEEP OUT’ sign on it. What can I say? I’m about as stable as a Duplo house made by a two-year-old.

      I open a Word document from one of my clients and try hard to concentrate, but I’m restless. I rise and pace the room, glancing at the wardrobe where my podcast gear is, finally yanking the door open and looking down at the black rucksack at the bottom.

      In my defence, podcasting had felt great when it was going well. I had an identity, was making it work, making a success of something. Something for which I could say, ‘So there, Mum. I did good.’

      I pull out the rucksack, and start unloading my gear onto the desk, telling myself I’m just checking it’s all there. That I don’t have to do any podcasting to be interested in Zara’s case. But I know, despite everything that’s happened with Justine, I miss it. It had its ups: the research, the presenting. Though I wasn’t struck on appearing on morning TV or the media coverage; it was all so intrusive. I sigh. Had the good outweighed the bad? I think of Justine. The moment I thought I would die. OK. Probably not.

      Heather’s words come back to me: ‘you are extremely qualified on the subject’. But am I really? When my grandparents agreed to support me through a forensic psychology degree, I was excited. I wanted to know if we are born different. Or if the environment we live in, our caregivers, our peers, play a part in the adults we become – played a part in the adult I’d become. Do genetics, life experiences, head injuries, traumas make murderers? Gran and Grandad encouraged my keen interest. Grandad especially got it. It had been his life too.

      I flew through the course. Made few friends. Avoided dating. And came out the other side with a master’s degree. But when I was doing my post-graduate training to become a practising psychologist, I struggled. During that time my gran died of cancer, and everything felt overwhelming. I went into myself, mourning my gran and my dad, still suffering from an abusive childhood. Perhaps someone made of stronger stuff than me could have used those traumas to do a great job as a forensic psychologist, but for me, it didn’t pan out that way. I couldn’t cope. I let my grandparents down. I let myself down.

      I flitted from job to job after that, working in cafes and bars in London, which I hated, never using my qualifications for anything other than working out who the killer is in mystery novels.

      Grandad sometimes came in to London to see me, but I couldn’t help feeling he was disappointed in me. I never came back to Maple Close. Until now.
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      Lunchtime. I make a cheese salad sandwich and return to my room balancing the plate in one hand. I’ve set up my podcasting gear on my desk and convinced myself that if I can survive my mother’s manic cruelty and my father’s tragic death, then I can survive Justine Webber. I won’t let her ruin my opportunity for success. That would make me weak, and I’m not weak. OK, maybe I am a little, but this is my chance to prove I’m stronger than I think I am.

      I’ll be careful, and tactful. The podcast will be about why Zara killed those girls, and a chance for Heather to have closure. Maybe if I keep repeating that I’m doing this to help Heather and Zara, I may even convince myself.

      I start by making notes about the Maple Close residents. Things I know from chats with Gran and Grandad over the years. I’m aware that Rebecca’s mother, Clare, who lived next door at Number 3, left Maple Close a long time ago, and now rents out the house, but everyone else who lived here at the time of the murders is still here. It baffles me that Adele’s mother, Pamela, has never moved away. That Victoria, ‘the girl who survived’ – that’s the label the media gave her – lives alone in the house nearest the gates. How do they stay so close to Zara’s parents? Those awful memories?

      Thoughts of Adele, Rebecca and Victoria flood my mind, and a darkness settles on my shoulders. I didn’t see them often, never went to Brampton School where they all attended, but when I visited my grandparents, the girls would take the opportunity to be cruel. They called me Pinocchio, due to my nose being a little sharp, though not particularly long, and would always make cruel jibes about my weight. ‘Puppy fat’, Gran had called it. Which wasn’t especially flattering either, now I think about it. ‘You’ll lose it soon enough,’ she said. And I did. Well, most of it.

      I wonder now, as I did at the time, why the girls were so cruel. Was it a case of wanting to dominate their peers? Make themselves feel important, popular, in control? Young sociopaths, lacking the feelings and understanding of the damage they caused? Or was it simply the need to hit out, to get rid of pent-up anger on weaker victims?

      I pick up my pad and pen, and head into the lounge, make my way towards the window where I have a perfect view of all the houses, and then I write:

      
        
        Number 8: Victoria Wells lives in the smallest property in Maple Close, on the right as you enter through the iron gates. Her father, Stuart, died shortly after the attacks – fell into the garden pond, drunk, and drowned. Victoria now lives alone. Her mum walked out several years before the murders.

      

      

      I lift my pen from the pad. I didn’t know Stuart to speak to but saw him a few times on my visits, stalking out through the pedestrian gate at the main entrance, shoulders slouched, often staggering.

      I narrow my eyes, move closer to the window, wondering if the way Victoria’s garden looks so unruly still annoys other residents. She’s clearly no more a gardener than her father was. Maple Close Residents’ Society has always held monthly meetings, and Gran told me years ago that the Wells’ garden often came under scrutiny, as did Victoria’s father, both lowering the tone according to some.

      
        
        Number 7: Nora Collins lives alone, too, in her five-bedroomed detached, where she was born. She’s in her late fifties, a widow. Her son, Neville, disappeared the night of the murders. There was talk at the time that he may have been involved in the girls’ deaths, but later, when Zara was arrested, there was more concern that he may have been another victim. He has never been found.

      

      

      I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to recall him playing outside with the other kids, but truth is he was a bit of a loner. I have vague images of him clambering into Nora’s car, all long limbs and gangly, but that’s all. The fact he was never found saddens me, and although my podcast will be about Zara, it would be incredible to uncover what happened to him. I flinch. Tell myself that’s not what the podcast is about, that I mustn’t get carried away.

      
        
        Number 6: Zara’s parents, Heather and Barry Landen, live next door to Nora. A quiet couple who always kept themselves to themselves.

        

        Number 5: The house that nestles between Heather’s and Grandad’s belongs to Adele’s mother, Pamela Adams, a glamorous cosmetic surgeon who must be in her mid-fifties by now. She’s divorced. Adele’s father, a lawyer, moved to the US when Adele was about nine years old.

        

        Number 3: Clare Davis’ house. There’s no car on the drive and the place appears to be empty. Unsure if any tenants live there at the moment.

      

      

      My hand aches from writing. I do so little of it. I put down the pen to observe Craig Heller coming out of Number 2, buttoning his jacket, and pulling a beanie over his shaggy, dark hair. My stomach flutters annoyingly. He’s still attractive. Slim but muscular, tall, with a slight swagger in his step as he walks towards his van, pressing the key fob, bringing the vehicle to life. ‘Heller Plumbing’ is emblazoned on the side. I liked him. He was always kind when I visited, though I suppose I never really knew him. In fact, I never really knew any of the residents.

      Craig had dated Adele for a while. She was the kind of girl he usually dated at the time: long blonde hair and a stunning figure. I, still after all these years, can’t believe she’s dead. That Zara killed her.

      Craig drives his van slowly across the icy ground, and as he leaves through the gates, my eyes fall on the final house.

      Derek Morton and his son, Lester, still live at Number 1 – the house on the left as you pull into Maple Close. I swallow hard. Lester scared me as a kid. Nicknamed Lester the Jester, he was always playing practical jokes on people – some extreme, like leaving a dead rat on Adele’s doorstep. Derek was the caretaker at Brampton School. He illegally showed scary movies at an abandoned cinema, twenty minutes’ walk from Maple Close. It was where the girls were found that awful night. One of his many horror films was playing on the screen. Derek was questioned. A prime suspect at first. He insisted he didn’t put the scary movie on that night. That he’d simply set it up earlier in the day, leaving it ready for the girls to play themselves. He was released due to the overwhelming evidence against Zara, but the whole ‘no smoke without fire’ thing clung to him for a while. Youngsters hurled eggs at his windows, graffitied ‘Teen Killer’ on his front door. He lost his job at the school.

      I take a deep breath before moving away from the window.

      I need to call Heather, tell her I’ve changed my mind about doing the podcast, and start work on episode 1 of ‘The Wise Monkey Murders’.
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      Heather was overjoyed when I called yesterday to say I’m going ahead with the podcast and seemed keen to start recording immediately. So now I’m heading across the cul-de-sac with my equipment. It’s 9.58 a.m., and I’m picking up speed as I go, almost slipping on the icy pavement.

      We’re meeting her at her house at ten and I can’t bear to be late. I was so often late for school, and the embarrassment of walking into a classroom where a lesson had already started has stuck with me.

      I move onto the grass verge to avoid slipping again, glancing around me, always conscious that Justine could be watching, but there’s no one about.

      Heather appears on her doorstep, shoulders back. She’s wearing a similar straight skirt to yesterday, this time burgundy, and a frilly white blouse done up to her neck. ‘Daisy. Thank you so much for coming, for doing this,’ she calls as I approach.

      I remind myself that I don’t need to fill silences, a habit of mine that stems from a fear of the quiet from my childhood. Mother often sent me to Coventry, refusing to speak to me for days, acting as if I wasn’t there, to the point where I began to wonder if I was. Being ‘sent to Coventry’, I learned much later, is an old-timey saying, from the seventeenth century. During the English Civil War, Royalists were imprisoned in Coventry and ignored. The first time Mum used it I thought she was going to send me away to this mysterious Coventry – was it a land of monsters? – but it turned out she was going to keep me close but ignore me repeatedly, which was far worse than any monster.

      So, I promise myself, I won’t fill quiet moments with anecdotes about my favourite film, or how I cut my foot while paddling in the river when I was four and that I now believe my mother put the glass on the riverbed on purpose, or how I haven’t got enough lung capacity to blow up balloons due to smoke inhalation the night Dad died. This is about Heather and her daughter. About the awful murders.

      ‘No problem,’ I say, as Heather takes me into a hug that I’m only half OK with, smelling of freshly washed clothes and bleach. She feels so thin.

      The house is spotless, so I slip off my boots, one thing – the only thing, in fact – I have my mother to thank for. I have perfect manners.

      I follow Heather into her lounge, scanning to see if she still has her Three Wise Monkey ornaments that once filled every surface. They stick in my mind, despite only coming into her house on perhaps three occasions, because there were so many of them. She had all sorts of versions: big, small, stuffed toys, brass, porcelain. And they weren’t all monkeys who heard, saw and spoke no evil, there were cute cats, creepy crows, cuddly koalas. But they’re all gone, every single one, and I can understand why.

      ‘Cup of tea?’ Heather offers. If she saw me looking around the room, she doesn’t mention it.

      ‘I’m good, thanks.’ I pause for a moment. ‘Shall we talk?’

      She nods, picks up a black cardigan and puts it around her shoulders, before perching on the edge of the sofa, shoulders back. I take the armchair.

      ‘Heather, I have to tell you,’ I begin, ‘I can’t guarantee anything. I’ll do my best to try to understand Zara, why she did it⁠—’

      ‘If she did it.’

      I nod. ‘I just want you to be sure you understand what my podcast is about. That I’ll be exploring your daughter’s past, her frame of mind at the time of the murders, everything about the killings.’

      ‘It’s a bad idea.’

      I turn to see her husband in the doorway, hands shoved in the pockets of black jeans. He’s tall and thin, his sandy hair cut short and neat.

      ‘Barry, we’ve been through this.’ Heather’s voice rises, breaks as though she might cry. ‘I can’t live with the not knowing any more. I need to understand why she’s silent. And if she took those girls’ lives, why she did it.’

      ‘She’s innocent,’ Barry says, entering the room. Brown eyes, behind gold-framed glasses, fixed on me. I don’t remember him well, apart from seeing him some mornings, briefcase in hand, heading for the railway station.

      ‘Heather believes you can find out who really killed those girls.’ He keeps his eyes on me. ‘Like you did on your last podcast.’

      I shake my head, my heart sinking as I look at Heather. ‘Is that what you think?’

      She doesn’t answer. Don’t fill the silence. Don’t fill the silence. Stay in Coventry.

      Barry doesn’t sit down; instead, he takes a heavy crystal glass from a cupboard, and pours himself a whisky.

      ‘It’s ten o’clock in the morning,’ I say. Something else about me: thoughts that should remain in my head sometimes spill out, making a right old mess. But then it’s sometimes far too painful to bite my tongue. I guess my inability to put my brain in gear before I speak is part of the reason I don’t keep friends. But that’s OK. I don’t need friends.

      ‘And that’s your business because?’ Barry says, as I knew he would.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—’

      ‘Try living with the weight of a daughter who won’t say a word. A daughter everyone thinks slaughtered two girls and mutilated another. Imagine that pressing down on you day after day, month after month, year after year.’

      ‘I understand.’ I do. I really do.

      ‘Barry! Please.’ Heather’s cheeks are pink. ‘Daisy’s here at my invitation.’

      I scramble to pick up my rucksack, the notebook, the pens I’ve laid on the table, and rise, heart racing. ‘I should go.’

      ‘No!’ He thuds down onto the sofa next to his wife. ‘No, I’m sorry. I just think this is a bad idea. But my wife is desperate.’ He puts the glass on the table with a clunk, and, knees splayed, thrusts his head into his hands. ‘What do you need to know?’

      I stay standing. ‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea, either, Mr Landen,’ I say. ‘You clearly have reservations.’ I turn to Heather. ‘And if you think I have the capacity to discover if your daughter was wrongfully accused, then you’re mistaken.’

      ‘But your last case⁠—’

      ‘Was pretty much a fluke. I never went into that podcast thinking I would find a miscarriage of justice. I’m sorry.’

      ‘Please, just explore it, Daisy.’ Tears fill her eyes. ‘If you could discover why she won’t speak, at least, and why⁠—’

      ‘Why she did it?’

      She looks down at her hands. ‘Yes, if you like.’

      ‘And you’re both happy that her name will be back in the public eye? That you could have some backlash?’

      ‘I don’t care.’ She wipes a tear from her cheek. ‘Nothing could be worse than this.’

      I sit back down, and Barry rises, leaves the room, his half-empty whisky glass left behind, on the table.
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      I unzip my rucksack and pull out my mic – an XLR; I upgraded from a USB when things took off with my debut. I remove my laptop and, despite all my fancy equipment, my faithful notepad, the front page full of questions I compiled last night, ready to ask Heather.

      We’re sitting at her well-polished dining room table. She looks flushed, fiddles with her fingers.

      ‘You’re sure you want to do this?’ I ask.

      ‘I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life,’ she says.

      Set up, recorder on, I begin. ‘Thank you so much for being with us today, Heather. I know it can’t be easy for you.’

      Heather turns her wedding ring, spins it round her finger. ‘Thank you for inviting me.’

      ‘Can we begin with you telling us about Zara? The kind of girl she was in her teens, her hobbies and interests, what she looked like. How she behaved at school, at home.’

      She fidgets, clearly looking for words, and my eyes drift. Time has stood still here. The wallpaper looks to be an eighties Laura Ashley print, a pink flower on a white background. There’s a dado rail about three feet from floor level, and the carpet and velvet curtains are the same shade of pink as the flowers on the wallpaper.

      Heather takes a deep breath, and I return my eyes to hers as she moves closer to the mic. ‘Zara was, is, pretty, but then all mums think their daughters are pretty, don’t they?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ I say. Not all, I think.

      She speaks for some time about Zara’s appearance and personality, and I let her talk, not wanting to interrupt her flow.

      ‘Did you notice anything different about her in the days and weeks leading up to the murders?’ I ask when she falls silent.

      ‘I suppose I did, yes. She was going out more than usual. She’d been a homebody all her life, spending a lot of time in her room on her computer or reading, so it was odd seeing her going out.’ She lowers her head. ‘It worried me.’

      ‘Why? She was almost eighteen.’

      She meets my gaze, narrowing her eyes, and I realise she’s put out by my comment. ‘You didn’t know her like I did,’ she says. ‘We’d always talked together, but she’d become secretive.’

      ‘In what way?’

      She shakes her head, as though regretting what she’s doing already. She turns her head towards the window.

      ‘Who was she friendly with?’ I say, attempting to get her back on track.

      She takes a long deep breath. ‘Well, she often did her homework at Neville’s⁠—’

      ‘Neville Collins, Nora’s son?’

      She nods. ‘Mm.’

      ‘Were Neville and Zara close?’

      ‘I suppose so. United in that they were outcasts at school. They were bright, clever. They both joined Mr James’ after-school art club.’

      ‘Mr James?’

      ‘A teacher new to the school at the time. Nice-looking chap. Could have only been in his early twenties, not much older than the students. I hadn’t been aware of Zara’s interest in art before that, but she became obsessed by it. She thought Mr James was wonderful.’

      ‘A schoolgirl crush?’

      ‘God, no.’ She shakes her head. ‘He was a grown man, and she was a good girl.’

      ‘Good girls have crushes.’

      ‘Not Zara.’ Her eyes narrow once more, and I know from her sudden sharp tone, the straightening of her posture, to back away from the subject. Truth is, for someone who wants me to do this, she’s tense, prickly.

      ‘When was the last time you saw Zara on the evening of the murders?’ I ask.

      ‘She left the house about half past four that day, said she was going to do her homework with Neville. Nothing unusual in that. I watched her go, her rucksack slung over her shoulder, saw her knock on the door of Number 7 and Neville letting her in. As far as I was aware they were in there studying. It was only later that I learned the two had been alone in the house, that Nora was out.

      ‘Around seven o’clock, I knocked on Nora’s door to tell Zara her dinner was ready. The place was in darkness, nobody home, and yet I hadn’t seen anyone leave. I could only think they’d gone out the back way, but couldn’t understand why. I tried calling Zara, but her phone went to voicemail. I became increasingly worried, was even tempted to call the police, but Barry talked me out of it. It was a long time later, after nine o’clock, that I heard the front door slam and Zara run up the stairs, locking her bedroom door behind her.

      ‘I’m not a fool. I know everything pointed to my girl killing Adele and Rebecca, attacking Victoria, yet I refuse to believe it.’

      ‘But the evidence⁠—’

      ‘She couldn’t have killed those girls, Daisy. She couldn’t have.’ Her voice cracks, and a tear rolls down her cheek, and I’m lost for words. My podcast is meant to be about understanding why, not finding Zara innocent; she knows that.

      ‘Heather—’

      ‘I know.’ She flaps her hand, fumbles a tissue from her sleeve and presses it against her nose. ‘You’re not here to find her innocent.’

      ‘And you’re still OK for me⁠—?’

      ‘Yes. Please stop asking. I won’t change my mind.’

      We talk a while longer before she asks me to turn off the recorder, says she’s tired. Though I can see it’s more than that. She’s struggling.

      ‘You’ve done really well,’ I say, as I pack away my equipment, worried I sound patronising. ‘I’ll need to edit, but hopefully this episode will go live later, if you’re still OK with that.’

      She shifts in her chair, is silent for a few moments, and I start forming words in my head, ready to fill the quiet, wondering if she’s going to change her mind, but then she nods.

      ‘Try not to read any comments once it’s online,’ I say, rising to my feet. ‘They can sometimes be⁠—’

      ‘I’ve learned to cope with keyboard warriors over the years.’ She takes a deep breath, as though pushing back tears. ‘On another note, we talked yesterday about visiting Zara. I’ve made an application, sent the facility your details and should hear back soon. You’ll just need to bring your passport along on the day.’ She steps towards the door, and I follow.

      ‘Well, thanks for talking with me,’ I say.

      ‘If you need anything more, you can come back again any time. I just need to reboot. Feel a bit drained.’ She touches my arm gently. ‘Thank you for doing this.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As I head across the cul-de-sac, Heather’s front door closing behind me, I notice Victoria on her drive climbing out of an old Ford Fiesta, and I can’t help looking. She’s wearing a bobble hat pulled low over dark hair, a scarf high across her face – keeping out the cold or hiding her scars?

      As a child visiting my grandparents, there was no doubt she was part of the gang of three who terrorised the neighbourhood and Brampton School, though she was never as cruel as Adele and Rebecca, not to me at least. The few times the girls tripped me over or called me names, Victoria was always there, a united front with her unfeeling friends, doing nothing to stop them, but I have no memory of her attacking me physically or mentally. When I moved in with my grandparents after the murders and my dad’s death, I remember seeing Victoria returning from the hospital. I was shocked how mutilated her mouth was, wounds red against pale skin in what would eventually be a permanent smile. She didn’t speak to me that day. Though why would she? We had never been friends. She closed the door on the world then. It wasn’t long after that that her father was found dead, face down in the garden pond.

      I’m still staring as Victoria slings a canvas bag over her shoulder. She’s wearing a black coat and boots and seems taller than I remember. As though sensing me watching, she hurries into her house, slamming the door behind her.

      Had Zara really caused such pain?

      But as my mind flits to the robe and mask police found at the Landens’ property, the knife covered in the girls’ blood that was found at the cinema with Zara’s fingerprints on, I know she must have done.
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      I drive Grandad’s Land Rover onto a rough patch of frosty grass next to the long-abandoned cinema where the murders took place, intending to take some photos for social media. The atmosphere feels heavy, the sky dark as though dusk has fallen, despite the fact it’s not yet three o’clock.

      The house where I lived as a child with my parents isn’t far from here. If I squint into the distance, I can see where it once was. After the fire it stood derelict for several years, a cruel reminder of what happened. Eventually it was flattened to make way for newbuilds.

      I kill the engine, and scan the sparse, unwelcoming space. It’s lonely here, and I’m glad I chose to drive, rather than take the twenty-minute walk from Maple Close. I can make a quick getaway if I need to.

      After seeing Heather this morning, I went online to find out more about where the girls were killed. I found a history of the land. As well as the cinema, built in the 1930s, closing at the end of 1997 – seventeen years before the murders – there was an American-themed cafe, a bar and a small bowling alley here at one point. But now, only the cinema stands. It was meant to be demolished with the other properties, but the owner passed away before he could sell to developers, and the place has been in probate ever since.

      It’s an urban desert. A playground for fly-tippers – one corner looks like a refuse centre. A freezing wind blows the whiff of it towards me. I wrap my scarf around my mouth and nose, blocking the smell, and lock the Land Rover.

      The thought of the three girls being attacked here churns my stomach. It was a long time ago, I tell myself, but still a chill runs down my spine.

      I snap a couple of photos of the building, uploading them to Instagram as a teaser for the launch of my new podcast.

      
        
        #KillerMindField #WiseMonkeyMurders #HearNoEvilSeeNoEvilSpeakNoEvil

      

      

      Phone in one hand ready to record, torch in the other, I head towards the building, intending to make observations I’ll edit later. I’m almost at the doors when I hear a sound, like twigs crunching under shoes.

      I freeze for a moment before spinning round, my pulse pounding. A gust of whistling wind blows a carrier bag across the vast wasteland, but there’s nobody about. I shiver, pull my coat around me. Come on, Daisy. Justine has no idea where you are.

      The silence that follows is loud. The loneliness of the area, the haunting sadness of the decaying abandoned building, making me uneasy. On the wall outside, a poster of the last movie screened here is trapped behind grubby, cracked glass:

      
        
        Scream

      

      

      I step forward. Be brave, Daisy.

      I think of Lester the Jester’s father, Derek. I’d read online that he’d had a keen interest in the place and cinematography, using an old projector to show his films. It hadn’t helped his case that he had set up A Nightmare on Elm Street for the murdered girls.

      I take another step forward, glance behind me as I switch on my phone recorder, and move it close to my mouth. I want my listeners to get a feel of this place.

      ‘I’m here at the abandoned cinema where the murders took place,’ I begin, a swirl of white mist escaping my mouth as I speak. ‘Just outside suburban Hertfordshire. It’s grey overhead, and bitterly cold. It’s chilling to see this place. A building that carries a heavy burden. Stay with me, listeners, while I find a way inside.’

      The doors at the front of the building are boarded up, ‘Keep Out’ and ‘Danger’ signs pinned to pickets, broken down metal fencing half-heartedly barricading the cinema. I make my way around the back, trying to find another way in, making voice notes and speech snatches into the recorder that I can hopefully use later.

      ‘I must be careful,’ I say, as though I’m talking directly to my listeners, pushing my way through weeds and thorny bushes at the rear of the building. ‘I don’t want to get arrested for breaking in. Aha! A fire exit.’

      The door’s unlocked, creaks as I open it. I step into a small area leading to a staircase. Flicking on my torch, I flash it across cracked framed posters on the walls for films shown here through the years:

      
        
        Mary Poppins, Some Like it Hot, Carrie

      

      

      I pause for a moment, listening, needing to get a grip. If anyone’s here it will only be kids searching for ghosts, or hanging out – drinking, taking drugs, graffitiing walls.

      I climb the stairs and enter what was once the foyer, my torchlight picking out the counter where soft drinks and popcorn were once sold. It’s covered in graffiti, rubbish strewn everywhere – a sad sight. The double doors that are boarded up from the outside were once something special: heavy oak wood, with ornate handles and coloured glass, now shattered. A curved staircase with broken banisters leads to the balcony. A musty smell tangles with ammonia, and my stomach heaves. ‘I hope you guys appreciate what I’m going through to entertain you,’ I say into my phone, picking up on a tremble in my voice.

      I can’t help wondering what attracted the three girls here eleven years ago. I doubt Victoria will open up to me, explain what drew them here. Was it the excitement of being in such an eerie place watching a scary movie? Drinking underage? Had they planned to meet someone? Boys? I have no idea, apart from Adele dating Craig at one point, if the girls even had boyfriends.

      I make my way through a door to the auditorium, letting out a yelp as a mouse runs across my feet and under the battered seats. It’s creepy here, and it seems I’m easily startled.

      I walk down the aisle, passing dusty, velvet seats, each one eerily vacant – nobody staring wide-eyed up at the latest film as they munch popcorn, no fifties usherette offering ice cream at the interval, no Grease fans in the late-seventies watching John Travolta on the screen for the tenth time – and I’m gripped again by a heavy sadness pushing down on my shoulders.

      I reach where the girls were found in the front row. Flowers, long dead, still wrapped in cellophane, are strewn across the seats where the girls must have sat. This is too much. As I turn to leave, my eyes drift upwards. It’s dark, but I’m sure I see a shadowy figure cross the balcony. I want to run, but curiosity freezes me to the spot.

      ‘Who’s there?’ I call, sounding braver than I feel, flashing my torch across the balcony, towards the projector booth. ‘Hello!’

      The silence is chilling. I need to get out of here. I hurry up the aisle, trying to convince myself I imagined the figure, that it was shadows playing tricks.

      As I leave the auditorium, and race across the foyer towards the fire exit stairs, a bang echoes throughout the building. A door slamming?

      Shaking, I head down towards the door I came through. Not waiting to find out who was in the building with me, I jump into Grandad’s Land Rover, and skid away.
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        KILLER MIND FIELD with Daisy Cole

        ‘The Wise Monkey Murders’

        Episode 1

        Music: ‘Inside Your Head’ by The Sticklers.

      

      

      
        
        Daisy: Hello. I’m Daisy Cole and this is Killer Mind Field.

        Welcome to the first episode of ‘The Wise Monkey Murders’. I’m so glad you can join me for what promises to be an intriguing dive into why killers kill.

        I want to begin by recognising the victims of this brutal crime: Adele Adams, Rebecca Davis and survivor Victoria Wells. Adele and Rebecca were brutally murdered; Victoria left for dead.

        And when I say brutal, I mean brutal. These girls were drugged with laced vodka, stabbed, their faces mutilated. A horrendous attack that made Jack the Ripper look like an angel.

        I can’t begin to imagine how this affected Victoria, and all the girls’ friends and families. How those teenagers from Maple Close, with their whole lives ahead of them, felt that terrible night eleven years ago.

        As some of you already know, my podcast isn’t about solving crimes, it’s about trying to understand what makes a man or woman do unspeakable things to another human being. What makes one person take another’s life, when someone else with a similar background does not. Is it genetic? The wiring of the brain? Upbringing? Childhood trauma? All the above? Or could the need to kill be explained by a head injury, perhaps?

        This time, with her mother’s consent and backing, we will be discussing Zara Landen, the teenager who committed The Wise Monkey Murders in 2015.

        Evidence suggests there’s no doubt Zara took the lives of Adele and Rebecca, assaulted Victoria, but what drove her to it and why hasn’t she spoken in the eleven years since? That’s what I hope to find out.

        But the one thing I will say, before I go any further, is if I had been asked to do a psychological profile of the girls’ killer, Zara would be the last person to fit it. Zara comes from a secure family background, was a gentle, caring girl. It’s hard to believe she showed so much aggression. For me, the killer’s profile would be a white male in his thirties or forties at the time, with a hatred of teen girls due to some sort of trauma in his life. Also, if I was going in cold, without the knowledge we have now, I would have expected the crime location to have meant something to the killer. But evidence can’t lie. So I’m here not to find Zara innocent – we know she has been found guilty by a jury – but to discover why she killed those girls. The main theory is she snapped after being bullied relentlessly by them, but was there more to it than that? Can being bullied take someone to such extremes? Well, that’s what I’m here to find out.

        You may have seen my Instagram posts showing the abandoned cinema where the crime took place. I will be discussing this in episode 2, but today I would like to welcome Zara Landen’s mother.

        Thank you so much for being here with us today, Heather. I know it can’t be easy for you.

        

        Heather: Thank you for inviting me.

        

        Daisy: Heather Landen is in her late forties with dark-blonde hair. She is dressed in a burgundy skirt and black cardigan, and I’m sure she won’t mind me saying that her eyes tell a story of lost sleep, and sadness.

        Can we begin with you telling us about Zara? The kind of girl she was in her teens, her hobbies and interests, what she looked like. How she behaved at school, at home.

        

        Heather: Zara was, is, pretty, but then all mums think their daughters are pretty, don’t they?

        

        Daisy: Perhaps.

        

        Heather: She has her father’s dark brown eyes, and in her teens, she wore her long brown hair tied back. It’s shorter now. She suffered terribly with teenage acne, bless her. We always said we would make an appointment to see the GP but kept putting it off, hoping it was just a phase. She was always messing about with her spots: squeezing, picking, making her face sore. I believe it was part of the reason she felt awkward in social situations. The acne’s gone now, but the scars remain. She was bright, was planning to go to university to study chemistry. Barry, that’s my husband, always encouraged her to do well. Her meals were always put in the oven to keep warm while she worked on her homework. Zara was shy, reserved, never got angry. She would come home from school crying some days, a victim of relentless bullying. I considered home-schooling her through her final year, it got so bad, and I went up to the school several times, but… well, they never got to the bottom of things. The head teacher at the time was as much use as a chocolate teapot, with her useless anti-bullying policy, assemblies and pathetic letters to parents. She did nothing to stop those girls.

        

        Daisy: (Edited in) Of course, this is just Heather’s point of view; there is no reason to think the head at the time did an inadequate job.

        

        Heather: Zara hated that I went up to the school, said I would make things worse. But I had to go. I had to do something. Those girls were a nightmare. I’m not saying they deserved what happened to them… Nobody deserves that.

        

        Daisy: Did Zara give you any idea what the girls did to her?

        

        Heather: No. She was too afraid. But I knew who the girls were, well enough. And for Zara there was no escape from the bullying. They lived in Maple Close where we lived… still live.

        

        Daisy: Thank you, Heather. If it’s not too painful, could you talk me through why Zara was found guilty? It will give listeners the background they need to understand the case.

        

        Heather: I can, yes. But I want everyone to know, I will never believe my daughter did such an awful thing. It wasn’t her nature; she was a sensitive soul.

        

        Daisy: There was a great deal of evidence against her. Talk us through that.

        

        Heather: She’d taken a knife from the rack in our kitchen. It was found at the scene, covered in blood, her fingerprints all over it. But then it would have, wouldn’t it? It was from our kitchen; she used it all the time.

        

        Daisy: And there was more⁠—

        

        Heather: Yes, yes there was. Perhaps she wouldn’t have been found guilty on the knife alone, but, yes, there was so much more. A black hooded robe and a white mask were found by police, dumped under a pile of rubbish at the bottom of our garden. Barry had planned a fire that weekend, and Zara would have known that. Zara’s DNA was on the robe, and it was covered in the blood of all three girls.

        

        Daisy: And there was Victoria Wells’ testimony.

        

        Heather: Yes, Victoria told police that it was Zara who gave them the drugged vodka. My daughter never denied it. But then, as you know, she hasn’t spoken a word in eleven years. And Victoria claimed she saw my daughter at the scene.

        

        Daisy: And there was your collection of ornaments.

        

        Heather: The three wise monkey ornaments. Yes. Police believed that’s where Zara got her idea from.
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        * * *

      

      It takes another three hours to weave in everything Heather told me, and I finally finish episode 1 at half eleven. It goes live at midnight, and by 12.05 a.m. my chest feels tight, and a familiar anxiety crawls across my neck. I refresh the upload over and over, telling myself I’m doing this for Heather, for Zara, for my own pathetic need to prove myself. But underneath, a small, insistent voice keeps tugging at me. What if I’m exploiting their pain simply to prop up my own ego? I try to drown the voice out, but by 12.10 a.m. I’m pacing, wishing I’d never pressed publish.
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      By Sunday afternoon the frost has gone, a torrential downpour in the night and a temperature rise at midday seeing it on its way. A hazy sun has shone down from a clear blue sky ever since. It’s as though spring is in the air, but I’m trying not to be too optimistic, the forecast doesn’t look good.

      From the lounge window I see Nora taking in an Amazon delivery. Craig, wearing a blue hoodie and jeans, is hosing down his van as he chats to Lester the Jester Morton. Lester’s arms are folded high across his wide chest, giving off a don’t mess with me vibe. His once-curly ginger hair is shaved close, his wide shoulders bulging. Grandad mentioned Lester dabbles in amateur wrestling, which doesn’t surprise me; he used to be obsessed with the World Wrestling Federation when he was a kid, sometimes throwing other kids to the ground and pinning them there.

      A window-cleaner is washing windows at Number 3, as Adele’s mum Pamela jogs down the drive in a pale grey and pink tracksuit, slim and attractive with bouncing blonde hair. I can’t help but compare her to Heather. The difference the toll these past eleven years has taken on the two women is marked. But then you can’t always see someone’s torment. Grief can be invisible to an onlooker. Keeping her appearance perfect and exercising is perhaps Pamela’s way of coping. And who am I to judge?

      I head for my laptop, open on the sofa. My episode downloads have hit three hundred, and still growing. I’ve been refreshing the screen since I got up, the positive comments and increasing volume of listeners pushing away some of my doubts. I’m doing this for Heather, for Zara, and refuse to bale on them. I need to start researching for episode 2.

      I start by tracking down Mary Armstrong, the head teacher at Brampton School at the time of the tragedy. When chatting with Heather, she told me she’d visited her once at her home, demanding she did something about the bullying at the school. Mary had threatened to call the police when Heather wouldn’t leave. I asked Heather for the woman’s address, with the intention of visiting myself, to ask her why she didn’t do more. And maybe she can tell me more about Mr James’ art group.

      I find her landline number online and call her before I can change my mind.

      ‘I wouldn’t want to be interviewed,’ she says, after I explain why I’m calling. ‘But I’m happy to chat.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mary Armstrong’s Victorian mid-terrace is in a quaint village just outside St Albans, close to where my grandfather’s Cottage Clinic is. She’s in her late sixties and retired as head of Brampton School three years ago.

      ‘Come in,’ she says, welcoming me in through the front door – its glass panel loaded with stickers – ‘Neighbourhood Watch’, ‘No Junk Mail’ – and straight into a small, warm lounge. She’s Scottish, with layered red hair – dyed would be my guess – and a smiling round face, a few broken blood vessels on her cheeks. She looks like a friendly aunt in her cosy cottage, though her handshake is firm, her stance confident. This woman is strong.

      ‘You live in a lovely area,’ I say, as silence falls. ‘So quiet.’

      ‘Well, yes. But then we have a wonderful Neighbourhood Watch scheme. I’m the chair, Laura next door is the secretary. Keeps us busy. It’s such a super place to live, and I wouldn’t want it spoilt. Though I must say the tone was lowered a while back when a criminal rehabilitation programme for a paedophile was carried out a bit too close for comfort. They housed him in an apartment round the corner.’ She leans close. ‘And then he disappeared. Never seen again.’ She laughs. ‘I thought maybe Laura had bumped him off; I wouldn’t blame her.’ She pauses for a moment before adding, ‘Sit, sit. Make yourself comfortable.’

      As I go to lower myself into the armchair, she gives my hair a little stroke, which isn’t in the least bit welcome. ‘Love your hair,’ she says. ‘I promised myself I would dye my hair purple when I retired, like in the poem about the woman who dyes her hair purple when she grows old. Do you know it?’ She doesn’t wait for a reply. ‘And I thought I might get a couple of tattoos: a devil and an angel, one on each shoulder. I never have – well, not yet anyway.’

      ‘My grandfather got a tattoo when he retired,’ I say, finally dropping into the chair. He did. On his arm. Tom. My father’s name.

      ‘Did he indeed? Well, that’s given me incentive. Have you got a tattoo?’

      ‘A feather. Yes.’ I’d had it done when I lost my dad. Finding a feather, especially a white one, is meant to be a sign that loved ones in spirit form are close by. I’m not sure how true it is, but it helps me to believe I’ll meet him again one day.

      ‘You lost someone?’ Mary clearly knows what a feather represents, and I clam up. I don’t want to discuss it as I may cry.

      ‘A long time ago,’ I say.

      ‘I won’t press you.’ She smiles then hurries into the kitchen, leaving the door open as she clatters around making tea.

      Once she’s back, we sit in front of an open fire, tea on a tray, cakes on a floral plate, the pattern almost matching the one on her wide-legged trousers. Her slippers are tartan – a nod to Scotland, I suspect – her loose-fitting tunic, beige.

      ‘It’s like I said on the phone,’ she says, before I have a chance to speak. ‘I’m happy to give you some background on Adele, Rebecca and Victoria, on Zara, too, but it needs to be strictly off the record. That’s what they say, isn’t it? Off the record.’

      ‘Anything you can tell me, Ms Armstrong⁠—’

      ‘Mary, please.’

      ‘Mary. Anything you can tell me that might give an insight into Zara’s frame of mind at the time of the murders would help me to understand her better. Her motives. What made a shy, quiet girl kill.’

      She pours tea, the splashing of the hot liquid into the cup seeming loud in the silence, then rests the teapot on a gleaming silver tray. ‘Sugar? Milk?’

      ‘Just milk, thanks.’

      ‘Let me start with Zara then.’ She leans back in the chair, crosses her legs. ‘A studious girl, as I recall. Pushed hard by her parents. Pretty, despite her awful acne. I’ve never seen such a tragic case in my life, poor thing. I can’t say why the girls victimised her, or even if they did. If I’m completely honest, I wasn’t aware of any bullying until Mrs Landen came into the school, making such a fuss.’

      ‘You hadn’t been aware of any bullying?’ As much use as a chocolate teapot.

      ‘That’s what I just said.’ I consider myself reprimanded. ‘Nothing had come to my attention at the time of the woman’s first visit. Despite that, we took it seriously; I wouldn’t be doing my job properly if we didn’t.’

      She picks up a cake and bites into it, cream oozing, catching on her chin. She wipes it away, before picking up her cup with her free hand and taking a sip. ‘We tightened down on Victoria, Rebecca and Adele,’ she says after a gulp and a sigh, ‘who seemed to be the culprits, according to Mrs Landen.’ A shake of her head. ‘The woman came to see me several times after that, even came here to the house. I had to call the police in the end because she sat on my doorstep for hours. According to her, the girls continued to find ways to target Zara.’ She leans forward, puts down her tea, but keeps hold of the cake. ‘You must understand, we couldn’t have eyes everywhere. As I said, I’m not even sure how true the accusations were. It was very much Mrs Landen’s interpretation of things. Zara insisted nothing was going on when I called her in for a one-to-one chat.’

      ‘Zara must have been afraid of repercussions.’

      She shrugs. ‘Perhaps.’

      I’d seen the bullying for myself. Whatever this woman thinks, there was no doubting the girls had been cruel to Zara.

      ‘Apart from Mark James, none of my staff noticed anything amiss,’ she goes on.

      ‘Mark James?’ The teacher Zara became obsessed with.

      ‘He said he caught Adele and Rebecca forcing Zara to kiss Neville Collins, that the situation was getting completely out of hand, that if he hadn’t turned up when he did, who knows what would have happened.’

      ‘That’s awful.’

      ‘Well, yes, it is, if you can believe Mark. Which I didn’t. He left under a cloud, I’m afraid. Inappropriate behaviour.’

      My head spins. Had this man been inappropriate with Zara? ‘Was it proven?’

      ‘The man was asked to leave after the accusations. I’m afraid that’s all I can say. Other than it was a shame as he was a good teacher. Particularly good with the less popular pupils.’

      ‘He ran an after-school club, didn’t he?’

      She nods. ‘He taught IT but ran an art club. Not many attended. Zara did, which surprised me as she’d never shown any interest in art before that. Lester Morton went along too. A little out of character for him, but he turned out to be a rather good artist.’ She taps her lip with her finger. ‘And Neville was in the group for a while.’

      ‘What was he like?’

      ‘Nice enough boy. Clever. Quiet. Good friends with Zara.’

      ‘So, it was just Neville, Lester and Zara in the group?’

      ‘There were a few more at the beginning. Craig Heller joined at one point. Now he was a lovely-looking boy. Shame about what happened there.’

      ‘What happened?’

      She leans forward. ‘Now, this is strictly between you and me.’ She taps her nose.

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘Well, Adele was dating him. They were a good-looking couple. Imagine a US prom king and queen; that was exactly what they were like. And then he broke up with her. So she humiliated him in the school playground in front of everyone. Rebecca and Victoria standing either side of her like guardians. Even I heard her little speech from my open window, telling her peers that Craig couldn’t… well, you know. I mean they were only seventeen, what did she expect?’

      ‘So, Adele bullied Craig?’

      ‘Oh, he bounced back quickly enough. No real harm done. Though he did come to see me at the time, was angry, insisting the girls needed to be banged to rights. Yes, that’s the silly phrase he used. “Banged to rights”.’

      ‘When was this?’

      ‘A few months before the murders. Of course, I did what any good head teacher would do. I gave a talk on bullying in assembly. I sent letters home to parents about our anti-bullying policy. I spoke to Rebecca, Victoria and Adele about the damage bullying can do, not directly accusing them, of course.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Well, Adele’s father was a top lawyer in the US; I didn’t want him hammering on my door.’ She laughed. ‘But I believe enough was done at the time to get my point across. You must bear in mind, we had reports of bullying all the time, and half the time it was from the teachers, who then went off sick, leaving me with supply teachers coming out of my ears. It’s not an easy vocation working in schools these days. Nothing like it was once, when you could give the pupils a swift rap across the knuckles with a ruler and be done with it.’

      I can’t listen to this woman any longer. Bullying, in all its forms, is something I feel strongly about, and Mary Armstrong seems too flippant on the subject. Had she done enough? Perhaps she tried her best in an extremely high-pressured job. But there’s just something about her as a person. An air of not really caring about the students so long as she followed the correct procedures.

      I rise, thank her for the tea, and leave the house without biting into my cake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the way back to Maple Close I take a detour through the village, something pushing me to see my grandparents’ first home, which later became Grandad’s Cottage Clinic. I’m a fair way out the other side of the village when I pull onto the cobbled area in front of the isolated cottage.

      Memories flood in as I stare at the building through the car window. When I was a child, the front door opened on to a lounge; the lounge leading to a dining room and kitchen. There were two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs. At that time Grandad held his clinic in a small garden room. When my grandparents moved to Maple Close, this place was greatly extended to accommodate Grandad’s many patients, though I can’t recall going inside after the age of eight.

      Gran had explained how the Cottage Clinic was for Grandad’s less affluent patients, whom he charged less for his expertise. The Maple Close office was for his more prestigious clients – the kind that brought in the money.

      Memories of visiting my grandparents when they lived here continue to float in. Grandad had played with me endlessly when I visited. But he lost that joy somewhere along the way. Working every hour, and then the tragic loss of my father, and Gran passing away four years later, all played their part. He still loved me, I knew that much, but he changed over the years, withdrew into himself – though lately he’s seemed brighter. More like the grandad I once knew. I wonder if Maureen has helped with that.

      I look towards the clinic door, the green paint peeling, the roses that once grew in abundance throttled by weeds. I swallow down tears as I see, in my mind’s eye, my grandad stumbling through the front door, clutching his chest and falling onto the cobbles. Not that I witnessed his heart attack that day. Thank God a passer-by saw him and called an ambulance.

      I’d rushed to the hospital when I heard, was told he would be OK, though he needed a stent fitted. ‘I can’t lose you,’ I’d told him, holding his hand. ‘I’m going nowhere,’ he said. He told me how he’d been at the clinic that day, arranging to put it on the market. Yet here the place still sits, blinds closed, abandoned. His illness delaying his plan to sell up.

      I start the engine before tears invade. I need to get back to the close; travelling into my past isn’t getting the next episode of my podcast done.
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      I park on the drive as Nora Collins, from Number 7, steps out of Grandad’s house jiggling a keyring full of keys. She closes the door, turns, and raises her eyebrows on seeing me.

      She’s barely changed from the short, sturdy woman I remember. Her frizzy, wild curls are cut in a wedge below her ears giving an outline of a greying triangle, and she’s clearly still fond of straight-cut trousers with firm creases, tucked-in shirts, and jackets with upturned collars. I cut the engine and climb from the Land Rover as she marches towards me.

      ‘Oh my,’ she says, as I slam the car door. ‘I totally forgot you were staying at your grandfather’s.’ She fiddles with the keyring. ‘I’ve had “feed Jeremy’s fish” on my calendar since he booked his trip to America. He did text me to say I’m not needed but, well, I’m such a muddlehead.’

      ‘That’s OK. No worries.’ I take in the woman’s square jaw, her eyes like grey pebbles.

      ‘I should have removed it from my calendar when Jeremy told me you would be staying,’ she goes on. ‘Though I suppose I’ve saved you a job; the fish are fed.’ She says it with a triumphant air, as she presses a firm hand on my forearm. ‘How are you, Daisy? I haven’t seen you in years.’

      It’s true. I haven’t been here in a long time. Over the years, Grandad always came into London to see me. Any people I knew in Maple Close are now strangers.

      ‘I’m OK, thanks,’ I say.

      She unclips a large black handbag and drops in the keys.

      ‘You seem to have quite the collection there.’

      She laughs, clips the bag closed. ‘Yes, I’ve gathered a few over the years. Most of the residents have given me a key at one time or another, so I can feed their pets, or water their plants. I’m trustworthy, you see.’

      ‘I’m sure you are.’

      ‘And I love animals. Always have done. I wanted to be a vet or a zookeeper when I was young, but Father wouldn’t allow it. He insisted I trained to be a doctor like him, but I failed at the first hurdle. Didn’t have the brains.’

      I step towards the front door, her close proximity making it difficult to push my key in the lock.

      ‘I’m working part-time at Mulberry Farm. It’s one of those open-to-the-public ones. The little children are such a joy to watch.’

      ‘Sounds lovely. I’m glad you’re happy, Nora, especially after everything you’ve been through.’

      ‘Oh, I’m far from happy, Daisy. I’ve forgotten how that feels. Not a day goes by when I don’t think of my boy.’ She fumbles a tissue from her pocket and dabs her nose. ‘But life goes on, doesn’t it? Well, it does for some.’ She looks at Pamela’s house, then back at me. ‘I never give up hope, you know. Check his room each morning, in case he’s silently slipped in during the night.’ Her gaze is fixed on me. ‘It’s the not knowing, you see,’ she continues. ‘At least Pamela and Clare know what happened to their daughters.’

      ‘I’m sure you’ve all suffered terribly.’

      ‘You can never tell with Pamela. She’s so hard-faced.’ She glances again at Number 5, covers her mouth. ‘I’m sorry.’ She narrows those grey eyes. ‘I don’t mean it, of course. She’s been through hell. I know that.’

      ‘I should probably get on,’ I say, pushing open the door.

      ‘Heather mentioned you’re doing a podcast…’

      I’m confused. She said a moment ago that she didn’t know I was here. Is she really such a muddlehead?

      ‘She told me you solve murders,’ Nora goes on. ‘Like those oldies in the Richard Osman books.’

      I’m wrong-footed. Not sure how to take being compared to fictional ageing detectives, however resourceful they are.

      ‘I don’t solve murders.’ I’m talking too fast, Nora’s presence making me uneasy. ‘Well, I did, but I don’t.’

      ‘Make up your mind.’ She laughs, but her stare is intense, her thin, pale lips pressed together. I want to go inside the house, close the door on her – but she’s blocking my way.

      ‘It’s not what my podcast is about,’ I say. ‘I try to understand what makes killers⁠—’

      ‘Kill? Is that healthy? Exploring a deranged mind? How do you sleep at night?’

      I don’t. I edge round the woman, finally managing to enter the house. I don’t want to get into this, not right now. I already have doubts about podcasting again.

      ‘I’m not judging you.’ She touches my arm once more. ‘Heather told me what your next podcast is about.’

      I rub a hand across my neck.

      ‘To be honest I struggle to understand why you would want to explore something so tragic. Is it a way to expel your own demons? I remember how your mother⁠—’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, attempting to close the door on this forceful woman. ‘I desperately need the loo.’

      ‘Oh,’ she cries as I close the door so there’s no more than a three-inch gap. ‘You might be interested to know there’s a residents’ meeting on Tuesday evening at my house.’ Her tone is suddenly lighter. She’s smiling, her face too close to the gap. ‘Why not come along? It will be a chance for you to talk to everyone, tell them about your podcast, ask for support. Seven o’clock sharp.’ Another smile before she turns her back, and marches, arms swinging at her sides, across the drive towards her house, just as a random wind catches the door, and it slams shut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve just about calmed down from Nora’s onslaught when my phone rings. It’s Heather, her voice soft and low, ‘Hello, Daisy. I’ve good news. We can visit Zara tomorrow morning.’

      Even though I was expecting her to call at some point with this news, a surge of anxiety speeds up my heartbeat. What will I say to Zara after all these years? ‘That’s great,’ I say, my stomach churning.

      ‘I thought you’d be pleased,’ she says. ‘But I should warn you she’s barely recognisable as the girl you played with as a child. Obviously, she won’t speak to us, we already know that much – unless, of course, there’s some kind of a miracle. I do hope you can make sense of her, Daisy, where we and so many haven’t been able to.’

      Great! This woman has put me up on a pedestal with the Pope. ‘I’m not sure⁠—’

      ‘I have so much faith in you.’

      And it’s totally unfounded.

      ‘Now don’t forget your passport, and come over to my house at nine in the morning. I’ll drive.’

      Before I can reply, she hangs up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s gone midnight when I’m jolted awake by the sound of the doorbell ringing. I pull myself up, prop my head against the headboard as it continues to shrill – long, sharp, impatient.

      I creep out of bed and, grabbing my robe, shove my feet into my slippers. I leave the bedroom and head down the hallway. I don’t put on the light. Whoever it is doesn’t need to know they’ve woken me. Not until I know who it is, at least.

      As I get closer, I see the porch light through the glass, and an outline of a figure standing at the front door.

      Whoever is there, they’re tall, still. My gut instinct is it could be Justine. With shaking hands, I edge back the curtain at the side window. They’re wrapped in a long black coat, the hood pulled up casting their face in shadow, as though there is nothing beneath the fabric.

      The bell rings again, and I drop the curtain, sink to the floor and wrap my hands around my knees. My heart pounds as I cover my ears, willing the ringing to stop, for whoever it is to disappear. Why have they chosen after midnight to visit me? How in anyone’s world can that be good?

      After what feels like hours of ringing, but is only minutes, I pull myself up.

      ‘Who is it?’ I call.

      Silence.

      I swallow, lift the curtain once more, but despite the continual ringing there’s nobody there. I pull the curtain back further, scanning the empty cul-de-sac.

      I need to stop the ringing. I’ll never sleep if it doesn’t let up.

      With trembling fingers, I unlock the door and, taking a deep breath, yank it open. The doorbell is jammed on by an invisible finger. I release it, and the quiet that follows is chilling.

      As I go to close the door, heart still racing, a bitter wind circles the porch, and I sense movement at the foot of the path – fast, slick, streaking through the shadows. I grab my chest. It’s a black cat. A black cat with glowing eyes. It stops. Sits. Stares as though weighing me up. I slam the door.
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      It’s 6 a.m. and I’ve barely slept since my mysterious visitor appeared on the doorstep, not helped by my mother ringing my phone moments later. She does that sometimes. Mother. Calls me when I am at my most stressed, or when I’m desperately tired. It’s as though she knows the worst time to call. I never pick up. In fact, I haven’t spoken to her since Dad died, and she never leaves a voicemail. But still it goes on, month after month, year after year. I’ve even changed my number a couple of times to try to stop her calling. Cut her off. Snip, snip, snip. But she always finds out my new number, and the calls crank up once more.

      I ignored her call last night, as I always do, but it still unsettled me. Though to be fair I was already unsettled by my black-cloaked visitor. I’ve been over and over who it could have been. Mother? I doubt that. She’s small, like me, and despite the calls, she’s never tried to find me. Justine would be my best guess. Whoever it was was tall enough. But then was it Justine’s style? If she knows where I am, she’d simply hammer on the door in broad daylight, wouldn’t she?

      I shower, and head for the kitchen in my robe, my hair wrapped in a towel. As the kettle boils, and bread browns in the toaster, a jittery feeling rises inside me. The thought of meeting Zara this morning is unsettling. It doesn’t help that Heather’s so hopeful. It’s as though she believes I will free Zara from her silence where psychiatrists never have. That I may even prove she’s innocent after all these years, despite a jury finding her guilty, and private detectives finding nothing to prove otherwise. I’m not going to lie, I’m starting to feel out of my depth, the pressure too much. I’m an amateur podcaster who had a bit of luck – and bad luck – with her first series, that’s all. I may have qualifications, but I have no real experience in the psychology field. I think about Grandad with his wealth of knowledge as a psychiatrist. I may need to call him, ask his advice, though I’m not sure he’ll approve of what I’m doing.

      I step outside at 8.57 a.m., closing the front door behind me. As I step off the doorstep, I trip over a box, kicking it past empty plant pots and into the border. I bend to pick it up, seeing my name in thick black pen on the box. I rise from crouching, turn it over in my hands. It’s clear it hasn’t come from a delivery company. I shiver, look about me, wondering who could have left it, but there’s nobody around. Had my visitor last night left it? I didn’t notice it when I stopped the bell ringing. A weird foreboding crushes down on me, my neck tingling.

      I rip the box open. There’s something inside wrapped in black tissue paper. I pull it out. It’s heavy, but small. Slowly, I peel back the tissue. It’s an ornamental crow, about four inches tall. Now, I like crows, but the fact its wings are covering its eyes sends a shiver down my spine.

      ‘See no evil,’ I whisper to myself, as I rummage in the box further, pulse pounding, but there’s no message, no clue to who sent it. Could it be connected to the murders? Last night’s visitor? Justine?

      I shove it back in the box, and hurry across the cul-de-sac towards Number 6. Heather flings opens the door before I can ring the bell, her head down as she zips up a red anorak over tartan trousers and a polo-neck jumper.

      ‘Good morning,’ she says, stepping into fur-topped boots and out into the bright, chilly morning. ‘Thank you for coming with me. I’m so grateful.’ She hurries towards her car, fob in hand. I follow, anxious. I need to ask her about the crow.

      Once in her car, seatbelts on, I fish the crow from the box and hold it out towards her. ‘Have you seen this before?’ I know already that she has. I remember it from when I was a child. It stood on her dresser with two others – hear no evil and speak no evil.

      She takes it from me. Inspects it. ‘Why, yes. It looks very much like one of a set I had years ago.’ She hands it back. ‘Where did you get it?’

      I glance at Grandad’s house. ‘It was in a box on the doorstep.’

      She narrows her eyes. ‘Odd. Who left it?’

      I decide not to mention my midnight visitor. ‘No idea. There was no note. If you don’t mind me asking, what did you do with your ornaments, after…?’

      ‘At the time, I didn’t think my collection was appropriate to have around the house.’ She taps her lips twice with her index finger. ‘Let me think. I gave some to the charity shop in the square.’ Her eyes are fixed on the front windscreen. ‘I put a box outside the main gate, too, with a note saying help yourself. It rather upset Clare and Pamela at the time – which I understood, though I left them there anyway as I didn’t want them in the house. They were all taken. A few others had cracks or chips, so I binned those.’ She shakes her head, her gaze meeting mine. ‘But that was eleven years ago. I’m not at all sure how you’ve ended up with that one. Very odd.’

      ‘I know.’ I take a deep breath, scan the area once more. ‘I can’t help thinking someone’s trying to warn me off.’

      ‘But it’s not exactly threatening,’ she says, observing the crow.

      I take a deep breath, my neck tingling. ‘It’s what it represents, Heather,’ I say. ‘It must be connected to the murders.’

      ‘Well, if it is, that can only be a good thing. Someone must have something to hide.’ She touches my arm again. ‘We should go,’ she says, starting the engine. ‘We don’t want to be late.’

      As she pulls away, I put the crow back in the box, and take another deep breath. ‘Please don’t put all your hopes in me,’ I say. ‘I’m a podcaster, not⁠—’

      ‘I have faith in you, Daisy. As you know, I listened to your first series. You understand how a killer thinks.’ She taps my knee. ‘Don’t underestimate yourself.’ She pulls off the drive and makes her way slowly through the opening iron gates.

      We’re silent for a while, and I know the small girl inside of me, who was so often left in solitude, will feel the need to talk soon. But perhaps that’s not such a bad thing, so long as I can control what she says.

      ‘What do you recall about Neville’s disappearance?’ I ask, as we pull up at a roundabout, and Heather looks to her right.

      ‘Nora’s boy?’

      I nod. Is there another Neville? ‘It must be connected to the murders somehow, don’t you think?’ I’m watching her face side on. She’s pale, eyes trained on the road.

      Finally, she speaks. ‘He was a quiet young man. Or perhaps I should say “is”, as there’s no reason to think he’s dead.’

      ‘I read in an article that his rucksack was at the cinema when the girls were found, near a pool of blood.’

      She shrugs, keeps her eyes on the road. ‘Impossible to know for sure if it was his blood.’

      ‘They didn’t test it against Nora’s?’

      She tap, tap, taps the steering wheel. ‘Come on, come on,’ she says to the passing traffic.

      ‘Did they test it against Nora’s?’ I say, rephrasing the question.

      ‘Neville was adopted by Nora and her husband Adrian, God rest his soul, when he was six.’

      ‘Oh, I see.’

      ‘His biological parents died in a car crash.’

      ‘That’s awful.’

      ‘It gets worse.’ She pushes down the throttle and skids onto the roundabout, a horn from the car she’s cut across blaring. ‘Oh, shut up,’ she yells.

      Once off the roundabout, back on a straight road, she goes on. ‘Neville was in the car that killed his parents, trapped in his booster seat for over three hours, his parents dead in the front, poor little lad.’

      My stomach lurches. ‘That’s terrible.’

      ‘He had no other family, no grandparents or siblings to compare the blood in the cinema to. Eventually the police found an uncle or maybe he was a great uncle, and the blood did have some matches, but they couldn’t be sure.’ She glances in her rear mirror.

      I think about young Neville trapped in his parents’ car, knowing they were dead, with no means of escape. ‘That poor boy,’ I say. ‘Losing his parents like that.’

      ‘It was a dreadful trauma to carry around with him. But, as I say, Nora and Adrian took him in, loved him like their own. And they deserved happiness. Nora had had several miscarriages, one late into her pregnancy, and been advised not to try for any more children. So, little Neville was a blessing. And then, of course, Adrian died. He’d been ill for some time.’

      ‘What was he like?’

      ‘A nice enough man, always good to the boy. Though he did let Neville help him with his taxidermy, which I was never quite sure about, but that could be me being squeamish. When Adrian died Nora became rather protective of Neville.’ She places the fingers of her left hand against her lips. ‘Sorry, I like Nora, and I’m not finding fault. I mean, I was much the same with Zara. People in glass houses and all that. The only thing a mother wants to do is protect their child at all costs.’

      ‘A good mother.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘That’s the only thing a good mother wants to do…’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course… Sorry.’ She pauses for a moment. ‘You know, you have it so together, Daisy. I sometimes forget you’ve had your own trauma.’ She pauses again before saying, ‘I think when Neville was never found, yet his rucksack was at the cinema, the police suspected the blood was his. Some suggested, before Zara was arrested, that the lad could have killed the girls and taken off. I’m sure he was bullied by them too. But, like Zara, he was a gentle soul.’ Her voice cracks. ‘A nice boy. I live in hope that he will appear one day, and Nora will have her son back. We’re such a tragic community. It’s as though God deserted the residents of Maple Close, and the Devil slipped in unnoticed. Sometimes I wonder which of us has suffered the most. Is not knowing what happened to Neville worse than knowing your child was brutally murdered? Or is it worse that your teenage daughter was accused of such a horrendous crime?’

      ‘I wouldn’t wish any of those things on anyone.’

      ‘No…’ She glances my way. ‘I never thought I would see Barry cry the way he did the day Zara was found guilty. He’s never been a crier, brought up believing big boys don’t cry. And yet there he was in the crowded courtroom, sobbing into his hands. “My little girl,” he kept saying as I tried to comfort him. “My Zara.”’

      ‘I’m so sorry.’ I tug off my woolly hat – the heating’s on and I’m boiling up. But it’s more than that; the tragedies of Maple Close are getting to me. ‘Do you think Neville was another victim? That he was murdered?’

      She shakes her head. ‘I don’t know what to believe. But if the terrible truth is that Zara killed those girls, there’s no way she would have hurt Neville. They got on well. Studied together. Were friends for years.’

      ‘Was there anything romantic between them?’

      She shakes her head. ‘Not in the least. In fact, I thought Neville had a bit of a crush on Victoria at one point.’

      We stop at a red light, and she looks towards me, her eyes shimmering, but she doesn’t speak. When she returns her focus to the road ahead, I say, ‘It must be so hard living in Maple Close after everything that happened.’ As the lights turn to green, and she pulls away, I add, ‘I mean with the same residents all around you, it can’t be easy.’

      ‘Pamela doesn’t blame me and Barry for what our daughter is accused of. In fact, she’s said in the past that she feels for us.’

      ‘That’s generous of her.’ I sound cynical. I couldn’t be that forgiving.

      ‘And we never see Victoria to speak to. In fact, we rarely see her at all, and if we glimpse her getting in her car, her face is always covered with one of those surgical masks, or a scarf. She never speaks.’

      ‘And Rebecca’s mother?’

      ‘Clare? Now, she did blame us for her daughter’s death. Said some awful things at the time – that Zara was a psychopath because of me and Barry. That it was the way we brought her up.’ Her hands tense on the steering wheel, knuckles whitening. ‘She suffered with severe depression after that awful night. It was as though something inside her head snapped. She dressed in her daughter’s clothes, even curled her hair and dyed it brown like Rebecca’s.’

      ‘I hadn’t realised.’ But then why would I? I was buried in my own grief at the time.

      ‘She blamed us as though we’d killed Rebecca with our own hands. She flew at me once, knocked me quite off my feet. Would come into our garden and look in our window. We had to call the police on several occasions.’ She pauses, biting down on her lower lip, closes her eyes for a moment as though the memory is too much.

      ‘Did you never think of leaving?’

      ‘I didn’t want to move, then or now. When Zara is freed, I want her to come home to a place she knows.’

      ‘I can understand that.’

      ‘Though we did put the house on the market when Clare started creeping around. It was all very unnerving. Your grandfather treated her for a while, did you know?’

      ‘I had no idea.’

      ‘Oh yes, he was quite the neighbourhood psychiatrist. Even treated Zara for a bit.’

      I open my mouth to speak, but Heather beats me to it.

      ‘Jeremy arranged for her to be admitted to a psychiatric unit.’

      ‘Zara?’

      She glances my way, furrows her forehead. ‘No, of course not. I’m talking about Clare.’

      I feel chastised. Wait for her to continue.

      ‘At that point Clare’s younger child went to live with her father, I believe. So, we stayed put in the end.’

      I rake around my memories, trying to visualise the younger daughter, coming up with nothing but the sounds of a crying child next door just after the tragedies.

      ‘I have no idea how Clare is now,’ Heather goes on. ‘But she still owns Number 3 – rents it out sometimes. Someone, though again I can’t recall who, said she’s living in Bath near her daughter.’

      She turns left with a flick of the indicator.

      ‘So, why was Zara seeing my grandfather?’ I ask, hearing the unease in my voice.

      ‘Oh, it was nothing,’ she says. ‘Like I mentioned before, she hadn’t seemed herself, and I’d hoped Jeremy might help.’

      ‘This was before the murders?’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course it was.’ She brakes sharp inches from the rear of a car waiting at a junction, clenches her fists on the steering wheel. I need to know more, but this isn’t the time.

      ‘Why do you think the others stay?’ I say, changing the subject. ‘Nora? Pamela? Victoria?’

      ‘You’ll have to ask them that, but I’m pretty sure Nora stays because she prays Neville will come home one day. Pamela, well, who knows her reasons? She barely showed any emotion when Adele was killed. Seems to be able to separate herself from her daughter’s death somehow. Works long hours at her clinic. And Victoria, well, if I’d been attacked in the way she was… such awful scars…’ She lifts her hand from the steering wheel, touches the corner of her mouth. ‘Well, I would move a thousand miles from Maple Close. But she stays. Perhaps, with my girl locked away, she feels safe here, surrounded by people she knows. When she first came out of hospital, Pamela offered to work on those scars for her for free, but Victoria refused. It’s as though she felt she deserved them because she survived, and her friends didn’t, but that’s just my interpretation, which I suppose is rather whimsical.’

      ‘Survivors guilt,’ I whisper, knowing exactly how that feels. I should have died, too, the night I lost my dad.

      ‘She visited Zara once, a very long time ago,’ Heather goes on. ‘She was there with her trauma counsellor at the time and apparently wanted to tell Zara she forgave her. It was agreed it could be good for both girls. Ridiculous, in my opinion.’

      ‘So, Victoria forgave Zara.’

      Heather shrugs. ‘Who knows what was really going on in Victoria’s head.’

      ‘She lost her dad, didn’t she?’

      ‘Stuart died shortly after the murders. They say the drink killed him.’ She shakes her head. ‘After Stuart’s death, Victoria rarely left the house, and, as I said before, she hides her scars. She stopped speaking to all the neighbours a long time ago. Hiding away like an injured animal.’ She sighs. ‘They used to be friends when they were little.’

      ‘Who? Zara and Victoria?’

      ‘Mm, it was before your grandparents moved in. They played together all the time. Then Adele arrived, and everything changed.’

      Silence falls once more, and for once I have nothing to say.

      Eventually the psychiatric facility looms in front of us, a giant pale-brick building that reminds me of a Victorian asylum, and a shiver ripples through me at the thought of stepping inside.
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      ‘Zara was in a high-security unit for a while,’ Heather says, taking several attempts at reversing the car into a parking bay. Then, she’s in, if a little crooked, and drags up the handbrake. She looks my way, brushes her fringe back, and I notice a deep crease in the centre of her forehead I hadn’t noticed before – a frown line, almost like a scar. I lower my eyes, so they lock with hers.

      ‘They moved her here when the powers-that-be decided she wasn’t a threat to herself or others,’ she goes on. ‘Well, I could have told them that. It’s much better now she’s here, near enough for me to visit at least once a month, though Barry rarely sees Zara. He can’t handle it. He’ll be better once the truth comes out.’

      Despite hoping this woman accepts I’m here to discover why Zara killed not if she killed, I know Heather is still in denial about her daughter’s crime.

      ‘I was relieved when she was moved,’ she goes on. ‘She was in with some dangerous prisoners. Killers and the like. She certainly didn’t belong there.’

      I rest my case.

      Once we’re through security checks, we’re escorted down a long, wide corridor, closed doors to the left and right of us. We come to a stop outside Zara’s room, and the warden opens the door saying, ‘As you know, Zara doesn’t speak, but she’s signed to give you permission to visit.’ Her eyes are on me. ‘But should she react, not want you here, you will need to leave.’

      ‘OK,’ I say, and she pushes the door open. We follow her in.

      ‘Hello, Zara,’ the warden says. ‘Visitors for you.’

      Zara is sitting on a single bed, propped up against the off-white wall, her dark hair, shorter than it once was, flopped over her face as she sketches in a pad on her lap. She looks up, vacant brown eyes meeting mine, and my stomach tips. I don’t know what I expected – perhaps the teenager she once was, never ageing, like Adele and Rebecca. But she looks older than her twenty-nine years, and far too thin. Her skin still bears the scars of her teenage acne. A forlorn creature. From nowhere, tears prick my eyes.

      ‘Do you recognise Daisy, Zara?’ Heather bustles closer, bends to press a kiss on her daughter’s cheek. Zara returns to her sketching without acknowledging her mother. ‘You used to play together, remember?’

      ‘In the unlikely event you should need me, Mrs Landen,’ the warden says, ‘press the button.’ The woman disappears through the door, which eases closed behind her.

      I look around the room. A small wooden chest painted yellow, a built-in cupboard, the single bed with a thin mattress, a duvet with a greying cover. But it’s the pictures on the walls that have my attention.

      Heather turns her wedding ring round her finger. ‘They let her draw as a form of expression. Her current assigned psychiatrist hopes to learn something from them.’

      I focus on a sketch of an arm, deep cuts in the flesh, oozing with blood. ‘They’re quite⁠—’

      ‘Disturbing?’

      ‘The girls had cuts on their arms, didn’t they?’ We’re talking as though Zara isn’t in the room. She may be silent, but she hears.

      ‘You’re very talented,’ I say to her, but she doesn’t look up, continues to draw, pressing the pencil heavier on the paper.

      ‘I had no idea she could draw,’ Heather says. ‘It wasn’t until she joined Mr James’ art club that I realised. Barry and I were so preoccupied with her academic studies, we never explored her creative side.’

      Zara looks up, stares at her mother, her expression unreadable. She’s still pretty, I recall Heather saying on my podcast – but is she? Her dark eyes are ringed with purple shadows, her hair hangs limp and lifeless. I try to see past what this place has done to her, to the girl she once was, to the woman she could have been, given the chance. But then that’s only on the outside. What damage is there on the inside? Guilty or innocent, the trauma is eating her alive. I mean, how does she remain silent? But I know from experience you can, if you set your mind to it. I spent so much of my childhood in silence because my mother hated the sound of my voice.

      Her chronic silence must be mentally destroying her – as it did me. Trapped in Coventry with no escape, no outlet for her emotions, her negative thinking building and building until one day she’ll topple. I didn’t choose Coventry as a child, but I know how silence warped my sense of self, increased a feeling of not mattering at all. I stare into Zara’s eyes, seeing a reflection of myself, knowing we are more alike than I realised.

      I take a deep breath, avert my eyes, wanting to ask her why she killed those girls, but there’s no point. She won’t answer, and I wonder for a moment why I’m here.

      Could this slightly built woman I barely recognise really have committed such a brutal crime?

      I imagine the thousands of words Zara’s not said over the past eleven years – a library lodged inside her head. And apart from signing her name, I’m not aware of her writing anything down. What would she say if she chose to break her silence? I can only imagine.

      ‘I’m making a podcast,’ I say, sitting down on one of the plastic chairs near her bed. Heather takes another, places her hands in her lap, fidgets with her fingers, her knees wedged together. I’m suddenly unsure if Zara would know what a podcast is – were they a thing eleven years ago? ‘It’s like an article for a magazine or newspaper, but a recording online. It’s about you, Zara,’ I go on. I pause for a moment, glance at Heather, then back at Zara. ‘I want my listeners to understand why you attacked those girls⁠—’

      ‘If you attacked those girls,’ Heather cuts in, and I clench and unclench my now sweaty hands.

      Zara stops drawing, the pencil poised on the sketchpad, and it occurs to me that they allow her a pencil. She could do so much damage with it – but they clearly don’t see her as a threat to herself or others.

      ‘You were so kind when I knew you,’ I say. ‘I’m trying to make sense of what you did. I want to understand.’

      She looks up at me – her eyes wide, fiery – and back at the paper, then with angry strikes she writes:

      
        
        NO!

      

      

      I shoot to my feet, unnerved. ‘Does she normally write words?’ I say, looking at Heather.

      ‘Occasionally. Though they never make any sense.’ She leans forward, rests her hand on Zara’s knee.

      ‘Darling,’ she says, emotion in her voice. ‘Daisy is only trying to find out why you did what they say you did. I need to understand, and if you won’t tell me, speak to me…’

      I look back at the picture of the bloodied arm. ‘Did you cut those girls, Zara?’ I ask. ‘Did you hurt them?’

      She looks at me with those same vacant eyes, and that’s when I see it. It’s slight, barely visible, but yes, she gives the smallest of nods. A nod just for me.

      Zara Landen is guilty. Of that I now have no doubt.
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      Zara watches them go, Daisy looking much the same as she recalls. She likes Daisy’s hair, wonders if she might have dyed her own if things had been different. Blonde, perhaps – but then she has such thick, dark eyebrows. Pink maybe?

      She wonders what she would look like now if she hadn’t been incarcerated. Not so skinny. Not so pale. And what would she be doing? Would she be with him?

      He’s only visited once. Such a long time ago. Yet she will forever keep their secret. She still sees his beautiful face in her dreams. They will be together, one day. He promised.

      She puts down the pencil and pushes the sketchpad from her lap. Sometimes, when she paints, using blood-red, she can almost smell the metallic scent of their blood, taste it. They got what they deserved. He said so.

      She lies down, her head resting on the crisp-thin pillow, wondering if she would have been a career woman. A chemist if her parents had had their way. Or a famous artist – Zara Landen, master of the macabre. Or would she have been a stay-at-home mum? Not that she’s keen on children. They scare her. Tiny versions of adults, looking all innocent and big-eyed, whilst planning to take over the world, as present-day adults succumb to cancer, heart disease or Alzheimer’s, or just become indifferent to the world they live in.

      So, Daisy wants to know why Zara changed from a sweet teen to someone who could slice a knife through human flesh and get an incredible buzz from being so in control. She will have to go way back to work that one out. Zara closes her eyes, her mind drifting.

      She was four years old when she moved into Maple Close, has a vague recollection of her parents hugging each other when they let themselves into the house of their dreams for the first time. Hugging wasn’t a regular occurrence, but it felt nice to see her parents happy. Her father had picked Zara up into his arms, and the three of them stood in the kitchen surrounded by towering boxes. They’d moved from Zara’s grandparents’ house, where, Zara learned much later, they’d saved every penny to buy the house in the gated community and taken out a huge mortgage. Both her parents had good jobs at that time, and Zara’s gran had taken care of her while they worked every hour possible. Even after they moved into their grand house in Maple Close, Gran had been there to take care of Zara. She’s dead now, and Zara has no real memory of her, apart from the way the old woman had made her feel happy and secure.

      And that happiness never faltered when she was with her parents. She believes they were good people, still are. They wanted the best for her. They just couldn’t protect her from the bullies.

      Memories of playing out in the cul-de-sac around the age of six are stronger. Zara, Neville, Craig, Lester, Victoria and Rebecca had fun racing around, playing chase, or football, getting grubby faces and scuffed knees. Or they would simply sit along the kerb, chatting, laughing, drawing with chalks, all under the careful watch of one of the parents, who took it in turns to keep an eye on the children. The fun stretched over two summers, the content feeling extending to the junior school they all attended. They had each other; there’d been nothing like it. A perfect childhood, until Adele Adams moved in with her glamorous parents, and everything changed.

      Rebecca was the first to abort their friendship group. It was as though Adele’s beauty and confidence was a magnet drawing her friend in. Victoria was next. She’d been Zara’s best friend up until then, and she’d asked Zara to join her and Rebecca, but Adele took one look at Zara and turned up her nose. Zara was eight when she first felt like an outcast.

      Neville stopped coming out after that, preferring computer games, Craig started going out with his dad on plumbing jobs at the weekend, eventually getting in with a new crowd, which left Zara and Lester. After being thrown about by Lester in a makeshift wrestling ring a few times and breaking her arm, Zara stopped going out, too, apart from the few times Daisy came to stay with her grandparents.

      At senior school, the bullying, which had started in the cul-de-sac, got worse. The chip, chipping away at Zara’s inner beauty left her red raw and, despite her outward quiet ways and kindness, the light inside her began to fade, eventually going out, leaving room for a biting anger to take over.
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          DAISY

        

      

    

    
      It’s gone two o’clock when I pull the ageing Land Rover onto familiar rough ground outside the cinema. The sun is bright, white clouds stretching across an indigo-blue sky like spiderwebs, giving the illusion of a summer’s day, but as I climb out into the icy air, I shiver, pull on my woolly gloves.

      I spin on the spot, telling myself it’s OK to be here in the daylight. That apart from traffic on the distant motorway, and the caw of a crow perched on the roof of the dilapidated cinema, I’m alone. There’s no one else here. Justine has no idea where I am.

      With my phone ready to record, I make my way round the building. A green Kia Sportage is parked alongside the back entrance. Someone is here. My mind flicks to Justine’s battered black truck – she can’t have replaced it, surely. I try to think of the cars parked on the drives at Maple Close – I can’t recall a Kia Sportage. I remember with a shudder thinking someone was here last time. I glance back, debating whether to return to the Land Rover, lock myself inside and watch until whoever’s in the cinema comes out – it would be the sensible thing to do.

      Pushing down doubts and convincing myself it’s someone official checking the building, I push open the creaking door, and step into the gloom at the foot of the stairs, flicking on my torch.

      I creep up the steps, passing the framed pictures of movies, deciding not to start recording until I know who else is here.

      At the top of the stairs, I cross the foyer, debris crunching under my feet, and enter the dark auditorium. I flash my torch around the area, flinching as I’m sure I see movement in the front seats, where the girls were found.

      ‘Hello,’ I call out, my eyes adjusting, certain someone is sitting in the front row, stone still, like a cut-out figure propped in the dark. I step forward, trying to convince myself it’s only shadows playing tricks. But as my breathing begins to settle, I see it once more: the slightest shift. Someone is there, and whoever it is, they’re watching me.

      I look over my shoulder at the door I came through, knowing I should leave, but my stronger, stupid self has other plans. ‘My name is Daisy. I’m here to work on a podcast⁠—’

      Whoever it is rises and I jolt backwards, almost falling, grabbing a seat to save myself. It’s a man, I think, but it’s impossible to be sure. I step back further, about to turn and run, when the man comes into focus, the beam of my torch hitting his face.

      ‘Craig,’ I say, but realise almost immediately that it isn’t. Though whoever this is has the same shaggy dark hair, the same good looks.

      ‘Hello, Daisy,’ he says, his tone friendly. ‘I’ve heard your latest podcast.’ He moves along the row of seats. ‘That’s why I’m here.’ He makes his way towards me with confident strides, and I know I should run. But he seems unthreatening, despite the fact he’s lurking in a derelict cinema, and knows exactly who I am. OK, I should run.

      ‘Who are you?’ I say, as he reaches me, my torch still lighting his face. He’s in his mid-thirties, tall, with a close-shaven beard, dressed in jeans and a black coat.

      ‘As I said, I heard your podcast,’ he says, ignoring my question. ‘It scratched a few scabs, I must say. Not that they ever really healed.’

      ‘Were you here the other night? On the balcony?’

      ‘Not guilty.’ He shakes his head, passing me and pushing open the door. I follow him into the foyer, my curiosity piqued. He stops, rests one hand on the counter, his other pummelling his forehead.

      ‘Who are you?’ His presence must have something to do with the murders. ‘Why are you here?’

      He shakes his head. ‘I shouldn’t have come. It was a ridiculous idea.’ He turns and hurries down the stairs. I try to keep up, racing down after him, following him through the door, covering my eyes as the brightness of the day hits me.

      ‘Wait!’ I call, but he climbs into the Kia, slams the door.

      ‘Who are you?’ I whisper, watching the car speed away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once the man’s car is out of sight, and I’ve calmed my racing heartbeat, I return to the cinema. Talking into my phone as I go. Making observations for episode 2 of my podcast, which I intend to start this evening. Once I’ve covered the ground floor, I head up to the balcony and, once there, open the door to the projector booth. I shudder as I step in. Gruesome framed stills from horror movies cover black walls, mainly young women being assaulted by killers in creepy masks. Rows of old-fashioned film spools fill shelves, and a small generator stands in the corner. I guess all the stuff must have been here since Lester’s father, Derek, put on horror movies for the youngsters. I look down at the auditorium, at the rows of seats once filled with happy cinemagoers, and an overwhelming sadness presses down on my shoulders.

      After a moment, I turn back, move my torchlight to the shadowed corner of the room, and let out a cry.

      Someone is standing in the darkness.

      ‘Christ!’ I yelp, holding my chest, heart pounding as I step backwards. At first, I think it’s the man in the Kia Sportage returned, but this person is smaller, stockier. He steps into the light and I recognise him immediately. It’s Derek.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,’ he says.

      ‘You scared the hell out of me,’ I cry, trying to gain composure.

      He’s in his fifties, though looks older in his baggy cardigan, his grey hair combed back from his lined face. He sighs deeply. And I pick up on a sadness about him.

      ‘Daisy Cole,’ he says, his voice soft, a kindness in his tone seeming at odds with his creepy stillness. ‘I wondered when you’d turn up again.’

      ‘It was you here on Saturday?’

      He nods, sits down on one of two battered chairs near the projector and pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘I’m here most days.’ He flicks on the generator, which whirs into the silence. ‘Put on the light, if you don’t mind.’ He points to a switch on the wall, and I do as I’m asked. A bulb above us buzzes before illuminating.

      ‘I’m guessing you’re here to work on your podcast. I heard the first episode.’ Another deep sigh. A shake of his head. ‘Why are you digging it all up?’

      ‘I’m trying to get to the truth, is all.’

      ‘The truth? But we know the truth, don’t we? Zara killed those girls. There was so much evidence, and she’s never denied it.’

      ‘I agree, but I want to know why she did it.’

      ‘The bullying not enough of a reason?’ He coughs, his chest rattling.

      ‘Not for Heather Landen. She needs closure.’

      ‘She’s a troubled woman, and who wouldn’t be in her situation?’

      ‘Do you remember Zara from your time as caretaker at Brampton School?’

      He nods and sighs. ‘Yes, though I didn’t come across her until she became a horror fan.’

      ‘She was a horror fan?’

      ‘Yes. She loved the classics. Movies and books. Anything Gothic, from Bram Stoker to Stephen King. She used to ask me for recommendations.’ A string of grey hair falls across his forehead; he pushes it back with a slow hand. ‘Though I’m not aware of her coming here before that awful day.’

      ‘I don’t suppose⁠—’

      ‘I’d be interviewed on your podcast?’

      I shrug. ‘Well, would you?’

      He shakes his head. ‘What good could come of it?’

      ‘You could tell your side of the story.’

      He lowers his head, picks at his cuticles. ‘It’s not my story, Daisy. OK, so the police questioned me, but I had nothing to do with what happened to those girls.’ He runs a hand over the back of his neck. ‘I’ve kept a low profile ever since, for mine and Lester’s sake.’ He pauses for a moment. ‘Will you mention me? In your podcast, I mean?’

      I look into his sad eyes. ‘I can’t promise your name won’t come up.’

      ‘I wish you wouldn’t do this, Daisy,’ he says, letting out a breath. ‘It’s going to stir things up. Bring all the anguish everyone went through at the time to the surface. And to prove what? Why Zara did it? Whether there was something more than being bullied by those girls? This is not about me. This is about the residents of Maple Close. They went through so much at the time, they need to be left alone. Don’t do this.’

      ‘It’s already done,’ I say. ‘The first episode is out there. It’s been listened to over five hundred times. People have left comments.’

      ‘Yes, I saw them.’ His voice is still soft and kind, but now there’s an air of defeat about it. ‘One of the first ones I read said I was the killer, that poor Zara is innocent.’

      ‘I’m sorry you saw that.’

      He shakes his head. ‘Are you?’

      ‘Why not talk to me, Derek? Tell your side of what happened that day. You might find it helps you. And stops others from accusing you.’

      He’s silent for some time which makes me fidgety, the only sound the whirring of the generator. I ache to say something but know I have to stay silent.

      ‘OK,’ he says. ‘If it’s all got to come out again, I suppose I would rather give my recollection of events.’

      I waste no time. ‘So, you’re OK if I record?’

      ‘If you must. But I’ve not much to say.’

      I press record on my phone, knowing the quality won’t be great, but I may not get another chance. ‘OK.’ I clear my throat. ‘Today, I am sitting with Mr Derek Morton in the projector booth of the old cinema where Adele and Rebecca lost their lives and Victoria was attacked. It’s also the last known whereabouts of Neville Collins. Derek is in his fifties and has a friendly way about him.’ I smile at him, but he doesn’t smile back. ‘He was once the caretaker at Brampton, the school the girls attended. Welcome, Derek. Thank you for talking with me.’

      He doesn’t reply.

      ‘Perhaps you could tell my listeners how you came to show scary movies for the kids at the school.’

      He runs a hand across his dry lips. ‘The cinema was a passion of mine. I dreamt of doing it up. Restoring it to its former glory.’ He pauses, looks around him. ‘This was once a wonderful building. Could have been great again. Though I’m not sure I ever could have renovated the place on a caretaker’s salary. It would have cost a fortune. But we all need to have a dream, don’t we?’

      ‘We do indeed,’ I say, trying to inject enthusiasm into our chat.

      ‘I fitted the cinema with a generator, and projected films I’d collected from charity and antique shops over the years, for my own entertainment. I began my venture around 2013, but from as early as the seventies I’ve been a bit of a horror buff, was of the generation who collected video nasties, when Mary Whitehouse banned them. Which all seems silly looking back – the huge fuss that was made at the time – when you see what kids watch today, what they can find on the Internet.’

      ‘So, you showed horror films to teenagers.’ I struggle to keep disapproval from my voice. An older man, influencing youngsters. Yet, I like him – or at the very least feel sorry for him. Perhaps that was his way of luring them in. I push down my thoughts, as he continues to talk.

      ‘It wasn’t like that. Not at first, anyway. As I said before, I came here alone. Set up the projector booth and spent evenings watching my favourite films on the big screen.’ He looks about him once more. ‘This abandoned, derelict cinema was my sanctuary. I didn’t think I was doing any harm. My wife had recently left me; my son Lester was going off the rails – though he’s a good lad now. I just needed something for myself, you know.

      ‘And then Adele and Rebecca heard about it, said they would report me to the police for trespassing, let the school know, if I didn’t let them see the films too.’

      ‘They blackmailed you?’

      ‘That’s a strong word. They were just kids, and I don’t like to speak ill of the girls after what happened to them. But I didn’t have a choice other than to let them come, and then they started charging other kids to come along too.’

      ‘You could have stopped altogether?’

      He shrugs. ‘They would have told Mary Armstrong, the head teacher, that I was showing the films to them whatever I did.’

      ‘And you would have lost your job?’

      ‘That may not seem like much to you, but I loved my job at the school.’

      I pause for a moment before saying. ‘So, you put on a film for the girls that awful night.’

      He nods. ‘Sometimes the girls wanted the cinema to themselves⁠—’

      ‘Why?’

      He shrugs. ‘Drink, boys, drugs, who knows? Maybe it was just the feeling of power that they could ban others from coming. That night they wanted the place to themselves, didn’t want me there, hence why I set the film – A Nightmare on Elm Street, as it happened – ready for them to put on themselves. I was long gone before they arrived. Like I said to the police at the time, I set it up and left. All they had to do was turn it on.’

      ‘So, you didn’t see the girls that night?’

      He shakes his head. ‘Can you turn the recorder off now, please?’

      I press stop. ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘Fine.’ He looks down at his hands. ‘It’s just going over it after all these years. It was a difficult time for me and Lester.’ He lifts his head, his glassy eyes meeting mine. ‘Listen, I’ve told you what happened, because I want people to hear my take on that evening, to understand why I showed films. But as I said before, everyone involved is trying their best to get on with their lives.’

      ‘I’m sorry if this is hard for you.’

      ‘Don’t say you’re sorry, when you’re clearly not.’

      I rise, lowering my gaze. ‘I’ll do my best to make sure I portray you in a positive way, Mr Morton.’

      He doesn’t reply.
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      I drive through the iron gates at Maple Close as the sun dips behind the houses. I’m tired but need to crack on with the second episode.

      As I pull onto Grandad’s drive, I notice someone standing on the doorstep. My stomach churns. Could it be the person who left the crow? Justine? But I realise as I get closer, that whoever it is they’re holding a bottle of wine. They turn, eyes bright in the headlights, smile and raise the bottle like some kind of offering. Craig.

      I stop on the drive, kill the engine, my eyes fixed on him as he flashes yet another charming smile that tips my stomach. I’d never had a crush on anyone before Craig, and I haven’t since. There was just something about him – maybe it’s because he was unobtainable, like a crush on a movie star. I knew then, as I do now, that he would never be interested in me in that way.

      I climb from the car, loop my bag over my shoulder, and close the door. Craig steps towards me, takes me into a hug I can’t escape from – and actually don’t want to – releases me, and steps back, looking me up and down as though he can see into my soul. ‘So, how are you, Daisy? It’s been years.’

      ‘I’m OK⁠—’

      ‘Your grandad told me what happened. The attack. I’m so sorry.’

      I’m wrong-footed at the mention of Justine’s attack. A strange opener after so long. ‘Why are you sorry? It wasn’t your fault.’

      ‘It’s what people say, isn’t it?’

      ‘Well, I’m good. Yes. Fine.’ I open the front door. ‘It’s just I’ve been trying to block Justine out, is all.’

      ‘Justine?’

      ‘The woman who assaulted me.’ I go to step inside and turn to see he’s moved in behind me, not so close that he’s invading my space, but still too close. He smells good.

      He raises the bottle. ‘Don’t suppose you fancy sharing this?’ He tilts his head. ‘I’ve had a long, stressful day, could do with the company.’

      It’s as though I’ve stepped into a parallel universe. Craig Heller wanting to share wine with me – my younger self would have jumped at the chance. ‘To be honest, I’ve got work to do.’

      ‘On the new podcast?’

      ‘You know about that?’ I sound far too defensive, but he does seem to know everything about me.

      ‘You can’t keep anything a secret in Maple Close – you should know that.’ He narrows his eyes. ‘It’s not a secret, is it?’

      Heather must have sent out a memo. ‘No, not at all. It’s just I need to work on episode 2.’

      ‘No worries,’ he says. ‘Another time, perhaps.’ He sounds hurt. Hurt because I won’t share a bottle of wine with him? There’s something wrong with this scenario, and I suddenly want to know his motives. Editing my podcast can wait.

      ‘OK, you can come in. But not for long.’

      His face transforms into a smile. ‘Great!’ he says, stepping into the house after me. We kick off our shoes, and he follows me into the kitchen, where he puts the wine down on a counter and unscrews the top. ‘You OK with red?’

      God, he’s acting as though we’re friends that go way back, which isn’t quite true. We knew each other in that he lived near my grandparents, and I crushed on him from a distance. I never had a reason to dislike him, but we were never friends.

      ‘Prefer white.’ I grab a bottle from the fridge door, two glasses from the cupboard.

      Drinks poured, I remove my coat and settle at the kitchen table. I don’t want to move to the lounge and cosy up with him on the sofa. Well, I do, but, and maybe it’s just paranoia, I don’t fully trust this situation. Plus, I like to think I wouldn’t do anything foolish, but it’s been a long day, and I still find this man deeply attractive, despite my usual fear of getting close to anyone.

      He sits down opposite, takes a sip of wine.

      ‘So, you’ve had a bad day at work?’ I loop my hair behind my ears.

      ‘What? Oh yeah. We’re putting in an all-bells-and-whistles shower for a couple in Welwyn, but they’re a nightmare to work for.’ A strand of his dark, messy hair falls across one of his eyes and it takes all my power not to push it aside. ‘Nothing we’re doing is right for them. You can’t please some people. It’s frustrating as we’re doing a good job.’

      ‘But your business is doing well?’

      ‘Yeah, I learned from the best.’ He takes a long sip of his wine, keeping his gaze fixed on me. ‘I don’t know if your grandad mentioned it, but Dad died a few years back.’

      I nod; Grandad told me. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘Why? It wasn’t your fault.’ He’s mirroring what I said to him, but doesn’t smile, looks down into his drink. ‘He was ill. A relief at the end, for him at least. But my God, I miss him.’ He finally pushes back his wayward hair, his eyes super-blue. I remember him going out with his dad on weekend jobs when he could have only been ten or eleven, maybe younger, always looking so happy. ‘I’m sure you understand how it feels.’

      A darkness falls, a heavy cloak of grief wrapping itself around me as if from nowhere. I don’t want to talk about losing my father. I don’t want to go there. ‘I do, yes,’ I whisper, suddenly lost in my memories.

      ‘So, tell me how your podcast’s going,’ he says eventually, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘Fine, I think.’

      ‘So, what are your plans for your next episode?’

      ‘Well, I’ve interviewed Derek Morton.’

      ‘Really?’ His eyes widen. ‘Does Lester know?’

      ‘No, but it’s not about Lester the fricking jester.’ I’m suddenly agitated and I know it shows. ‘I didn’t force Derek to talk to me, he wanted to.’ I’m not sure if I’m trying to convince Craig or myself.

      ‘Hey,’ he says, raising his hands as though I’ve pointed a gun, and I glimpse a scar across his palm. ‘It’s just Lester can be pretty protective of his father.’

      ‘Yeah, well, Derek’s a grown man, so…’

      He lowers his hands, places one on mine. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ I pull my hand away, his physical touch too much.

      He leans back in the chair, laces his fingers behind his head, his eyes on me. It’s as though he’s weighing me up. ‘So, you’re working on episode 2?’

      ‘I’m meant to be. But I was rudely interrupted.’ I pull a face, and he laughs. ‘I’m hoping it will go live tonight.’

      ‘I’ll be tuning in.’

      I take a breath, decide to use this moment to find out more about him, about the residents. ‘So, the same old faces are still living in the close. Are you friendly with any of them?’

      He shakes his head. ‘Not really. Too busy with work. I get on well with your grandad when he’s about. Heather and Barry keep themselves to themselves for the main part. As for the other neighbours, I have nothing much in common with Lester and Derek, or Nora for that matter, only ever see them at residents’ meetings.’

      ‘Pamela?’

      ‘She spends twenty-four seven at her clinic.’ He fake laughs. ‘You’re starting to sound as if you’re interviewing me.’

      ‘God, no. I’m just curious.’

      ‘It killed the cat.’

      ‘What did?’

      ‘Curiosity.’

      His tone is too serious for me to smile.

      ‘You haven’t asked if I have anything to do with Victoria,’ he says.

      ‘I’ve heard she keeps herself to herself.’

      ‘Yeah, pretty much. I’ve not spoken to her since we were kids. At the end of the day, her, Adele and Rebecca weren’t nice girls. OK, so they didn’t deserve what happened to them, but there’s a lot of kids who were happier when it did.’ He narrows his eyes. ‘Since the murders, Victoria’s been a loner, doesn’t speak to anyone. I mean, despite who she once was, I have tried reaching out over the years, but she’s always hurried away. And she never answers her door. I tried knocking a few times but gave up trying long ago.’ He rubs a hand across his chin. ‘Adele was the worst. The ringleader. I hate to speak ill of the dead, but she was toxic.’

      ‘Yet you dated her for a while.’

      He’s quiet for a moment, before his face breaks into a smile. ‘Not my finest moment.’

      ‘She was beautiful.’

      ‘She was. Knew it too.’

      ‘How did you break up?’ I know from talking to Mary Armstrong that he was publicly humiliated by her and regret my words almost before they’re out there. I curse that I sometimes can’t control what falls from my mouth.

      He finishes his glass of wine, his eyes on me, then gets to his feet. ‘Why? What difference does it make?’ I glower with guilt. ‘Wait…’ He furrows his forehead. ‘You already know what happened…’

      ‘I…’

      He heads towards the kitchen door, glancing back once. ‘Be careful, Daisy,’ he says. ‘There are some things people around here won’t want broadcasted to the whole world.’

      ‘Hardly the whole world…’

      But he’s gone. And within moments the front door slams behind him.

      ‘Crap,’ I mutter to myself, before tipping the last of my wine down the sink.
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      ‘…and big thanks to Derek Morton for giving up his time to chat with me at the abandoned cinema. I hope you enjoyed part two. I’ll be back soon. In the meantime, share your thoughts on The Wise Monkey Murders on the socials, and in the comments. And don’t forget, murders like these are rare, that’s why they get so much coverage. Sleep well. Bye, guys.’

      Exhausted, I drop episode 2 at 2 a.m. My room is cold, my fingers numb, the heating must have clicked off as I’ve sat here, fully immersed in the murder zone. I rub my hands together, attempting to bring them back to life, as I lean back in my chair, going over the episode I’ve just uploaded, already worried about Lester’s reaction to Derek’s inclusion.

      I’d wrestled with myself before adding his interview, knowing Lester wouldn’t be happy. But Derek’s side of the story is relevant, important. Isn’t it?

      I close my laptop and head from my room, craving a hot drink, slowing as I pass the dining room. The blinds are open, curtains pulled back.

      I flick on the light, and cross the room, my neck prickling, though I don’t know why.

      My reflection in the glass is blurred, the houses of Maple Close silhouetted against the dark sky. Something moves outside – a sharp, jerking motion – and I yank the blinds closed. I stand, listening for a moment, my breaths uneven.

      As reason returns, I head back across the room and switch off the light, so I can get a better view of Maple Close. I open the blind once more, but the only movement is the bush at the end of Grandad’s drive, twisting in the wind, branches scraping together like restless fingers.

      I close the blind. I’m exhausted. I need to sleep.

      Finally in bed, tucked under the duvet, my phone rings. I pick it up. The word on the screen is:

      
        
        Monster

      

      

      It’s my mother and she is literally the last thing I need right now.

      After three rings, the phone is silent. I throw it onto the bedside table.

      I suppose I loved my mother when I was a child – the good side of her, at least – and I was certainly desperate for her to love me. As a small girl I would wait for the happy times, and try to block out the bad, but it became harder as the happy times became fewer, and the cruel version of my mother dominated.

      I turn off the lamp, and squeeze my eyes closed. But already the memories are pushing through. First the better ones: Mum dressing me like a mini version of herself in a bright yellow tracksuit, telling me I was beautiful; us sitting in the park having a picnic with Dad, his arm slung across her shoulders, pressing a kiss against her cheek. The way he looked at her, the way she smiled and kissed him back; and those fun moments in the kitchen, music booming from the CD player as she swigged from a bottle of wine and danced, swinging me round until I fell to the floor, dizzy, laughing.

      A darkness sweeps over me. If only she’d always been like that.

      ‘You’re too old for cuddles,’ she would say if I attempted to snuggle by her side, pushing me away so I would fall hard, crashing to the floor. ‘I can’t bear you so close to me, Daisy. Go away.’ I was five. ‘Be quiet, the sound of your voice is grinding on my nerves.’

      I shake away the thought of her, though I have no real antidote, even after all these years.

      I turn the lamp back on, shuffle up in bed, too buzzy to sleep, and reach for my laptop, pushing Monster from my thoughts by scrolling through cat and dog memes.

      Unable to help myself, I check in on my latest episode.

      The story of Zara Landen is intriguing listeners as much as it intrigues me, but I don’t feel the same buzz of excitement I felt when I started out on my debut series. This is so much harder. I know these people. I knew Zara, the girls she attacked.

      The second episode has had over a hundred downloads, and there’s a stream of comments – more listeners claiming they’ve always believed Derek Morton was the killer, and I pray he isn’t checking in. Thankfully, there are some who feel for the man and what he’s been through, but I’m not sure if it will be enough to quell Lester, should he read them.

      I switch to my Instagram profile; the photos of the creepy cinema are racking up comments and likes – all positive, though armchair sleuths are already starting to pick apart the original case:

      
        
        Pretty sure Zara Landen is innocent and protecting someone else.

        

        There’s no doubting her guilt. Look at all the evidence stacked against her.

      

      

      Many don’t seem to understand what my podcast is about, as, apart from a:

      
        
        She was probably dropped on her head as a baby.

      

      

      and a:

      
        
        Do you think her parents may have been too strict? I mean she couldn’t eat until she’d done her homework, right?

      

      

      there are no other comments about Zara’s state of mind at the time of the crimes.

      I notice a handful of direct messages. Two compliment my podcast, another asks if I would like to review their debut true crime novel. But the fourth makes my blood run cold. They call themself ‘The Wise Monkey’. I open the message, my hands trembling:

      
        
        I will punish you, Daisy. You’ll never escape me.
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      Gruesome nightmares tug me from a fitful sleep at four o’clock, making my head thud and my body tingle. I pull myself up, cold yet clammy, and prop my head against the headboard. After a moment, I reach across and switch on the lamp. My thoughts all over the place.

      Did Justine send the message on Instagram? I’m not going to lie, the thought petrifies me. And without Grandad in the country, I feel so alone.

      I close my eyes and go over everything that’s happened since Grandad left – the sudden interest Craig has in me, the man at the cinema, the weirdness that’s Nora, the midnight visitor, the crow. It all swims around in my head for over an hour. Eventually I nestle back down under the duvet and try to sleep once more, leaving the lamp on.

      I rise as the digital clock clicks from 5.59 a.m. to 6.00 a.m.

      Robe over PJs, I walk down the hallway towards the kitchen. Like a zombie, I make myself an instant coffee, before heading into the lounge, where I thump down on the sofa. Socked feet on the coffee table, I open my laptop.

      I look again at the message:

      
        
        I will punish you, Daisy. You’ll never escape me.

      

      

      It must be from Justine; it’s the kind of thing she would do – did do, but I’ve no way of proving it. My worst fear is she knows where I am. If she’s listened to my podcast, which I’m sure she has if she’s called herself ‘The Wise Monkey,’ she could easily have discovered the girls were from Maple Close. If she wanted to find me, she could. My stomach churns and I feel sick, as another thought hits me. What if it isn’t Justine? I mean the profile being ‘The Wise Monkey’ could imply it’s connected to the case. What if someone doesn’t want me to delve into the murders? Is it possible Zara could be innocent, that the real killer’s out there, taunting me? My head spins, flitting from Lester to Derek to Craig. Or could Neville still be alive? Could he have killed those girls? I push the thought away. Zara as good as admitted to the crimes the day I visited. Her nod was slight, barely visible – but I saw it. And there was so much evidence against her there’s no way she was innocent, however hopeful Heather might be. No, it must be Justine who sent the message, and the fear that she’s closing in on me sends a shiver down my spine.

      I finish my coffee, and return to my room, deciding not to venture out today, the old fear I felt after the attack wrapping itself around me. I need time to reflect, recharge.
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        * * *

      

      It’s ten to seven when I look out of the lounge window. Heather is zipping up her red anorak, as she takes small, quick steps through the darkness towards Nora’s house. Moments later, Derek and Lester appear through their front door and head the same way. They must be going to the residents’ meeting, and I need to find the courage to go too. It’s my chance to meet Lester and Pamela again and get a feel for what the collective view of me being here is. I hope they’ll understand that I’m doing my podcast for Heather, and her reasons why.

      As I continue to watch, Craig opens his front door, and steps out, wearing a light-checked, fur-collared jacket, and I’m annoyed by the tingle I feel each time I see him. Will he still be off with me after last night? I grab my coat and head out, wishing I wasn’t wearing my neon-pink joggers, but I haven’t got time to change. I raise my hand at him in a wave, and he returns the gesture, thank goodness, though he’s too far away to make conversation.

      My eyes fall on Clare Davis’ rental premises next door. The building is still and dark, and there’s no vehicle on the drive. It must be vacant.

      I hurry across the cul-de-sac towards Nora’s front door. Heather, Derek and Lester have already disappeared inside, and my stomach lurches with nerves. I ring the bell and wait, Craig’s echoing footfalls behind me getting closer. The door swings open, and Lester appears, placing a tattooed arm across the doorway.

      ‘What the hell do you want?’ He sneers, raising his nose as though detecting a bad smell. ‘You’re not welcome here, digging all that crap up again on your fricking podcast. You conned my dad into that interview, and I heard your spiel about the kind of person you think the killer would be. You described my dad, and you’re going to pay for it.’

      OK, so my hope that the residents will understand isn’t going well. But it’s no joke; this man is threatening, he could crush me with one blow. ‘Honestly, Lester, I didn’t mean to describe your dad. It was just a profile of the kind of killer⁠—’

      ‘Why don’t you fuck off and leave us alone?’ He moves closer, and I step backwards.

      Behind him, Nora appears, trousers firmly creased, white shirt tucked in. ‘I invited her, Lester, and this is my house. Daisy’s trying to help poor Heather discover what made Zara kill Adele and Reb⁠—’

      ‘She’s using other people’s misery to make herself rich and famous. I saw her on TV, preening.’

      I was hardly preening. In fact, I was petrified. I only went on morning TV as a finger up to my mother. A ‘look at me, I’ve succeeded despite your cruelty’.

      ‘Leave it, Lester, please,’ Nora says, hands on hips, her mass of hair bunched into an elastic band on the top of her head, frizzy curls springing around her head making her look as though she’s been electrocuted.

      But Lester continues to stare at me, his hazel eyes small in his large face. I try to keep myself composed, refusing to budge, but it’s far from easy.

      Nora lays her hand on his muscly arm. ‘Lester, please.’

      ‘Fine!’ He moves so I can enter, and as I do so I see Heather hovering in the hallway, fiddling with her hands, seeming far too fragile to support me.

      I’m followed in by Craig, who passes me with a friendly nod and continues through the hallway towards a conservatory, seeming oblivious to Lester’s outburst.

      Nora’s house is old, like my grandfather’s, and has a warm cosy feel. I glance into the lounge where a fire burns in an original grate, a bookshelf covers one wall, and what looks like a ginger cat is curled up on a sofa. On closer inspection it’s far too still.

      ‘Jupiter, our family pet for many years,’ Nora says, catching me looking. ‘Adrian did taxidermy in his spare time. Though that was one of Neville’s, I think.’

      I tear my gaze from the stiff feline and try for a smile that suggests I think it’s a nice idea, each to their own, despite the hairs rising on my neck.

      We pass another door, a small home gym, and another that is slightly ajar – a cupboard with mountains of stuff crammed inside. Board games, a picnic set, old videos and DVDs, a wheelchair. Nora snaps the door closed.

      We follow Craig into a conservatory, which runs the width of the property and extends several metres into a sprawling, neat garden that’s swallowed by tall trees on the side that borders Victoria Wells’ house, and a high wooden fence with a gate leading to the countryside at the rear, like most of the houses.

      Several ornaments are dotted around the room, but it’s a photo that catches my eye. I assume it’s Neville at around the age of six, sitting on the lap of a younger version of Nora. It must have been taken shortly after the boy arrived, after the accident that took the lives of his biological parents.

      There’s a smell of gloss paint, and I notice Nora is restoring a dresser at the far end in shades of pink. Mixing trays, brushes and pots of red and white paint are scattered on the floor.

      I sit down next to Pamela Adams, who’s as glamorous as I remember, her blonde hair falling around her face in perfect waves, just as her daughter Adele’s once had. She looks no older, and I wonder if she’s had cosmetic surgery. It’s been done well if she has, but then she’s in the know. She moves close to my ear, her perfume expensive.

      ‘I understand you are doing a podcast on my daughter’s murder,’ she whispers over the chatter in the room.

      I freeze, imagining her listening to the things that have been discussed – how Adele was a bully.

      ‘I can’t bring myself to listen to it. But Heather said you are trying to discover why Zara did what she did.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘I would love to understand why Zara took the life of my precious girl.’

      ‘So, you have no objections to the podcast?’

      She shakes her head. ‘I’ve accepted my girl wasn’t kind to Zara, but it’s not an excuse to take another’s life. There must have been something else.’

      ‘I agree.’ It’s a sad fact that lots of kids are bullied. Only a tiny number kill their persecutor.

      ‘Adele was only seventeen with her whole life ahead of her,’ Pamela goes on, her voice level. ‘She was doing her A Levels, about to study hair and beauty. Had so many plans.’ She rests a manicured hand on mine. ‘Just so you know, I wouldn’t want to be interviewed; it would be too much.’ She lifts her hand from mine. ‘But keep up the good work.’

      It gives me a lift to know Adele’s mother is with me, and for a moment I feel good that I’m helping Heather and Pamela find some sort of closure. Though it’s hard to understand how they attend the same meetings and seem on good terms.

      The conservatory is decked out with assorted dining chairs, surrounding a long oblong table, where all the residents are now seated – though there’s no sign of Victoria. Lester’s at the head of the table scowling at me, rhythmically stroking his shaved head with yellowing fingers – a smoker, I suspect.

      ‘No Smiler.’ He smirks as he studies the agenda in front of him. He’s clearly the chairman. ‘Now there’s a surprise.’

      ‘Don’t call her that, Lester, please,’ Heather says. ‘It’s unkind.’ And I realise they mean Victoria.

      ‘I don’t know why you bother putting a note through her door,’ he says, looking at Nora. ‘She’s never attended a meeting since, well, ever. And her father never attended one before that.’

      ‘Things have to be done right,’ Nora says. ‘She’s still part of Maple Close.’

      ‘That woman needs to tackle her demons before they eat her alive.’ Lester snorts. ‘Sorry, I know I shouldn’t laugh.’

      ‘Victoria went through hell, didn’t she?’ I say, unable to help myself. ‘Left for dead. How is that funny?’

      ‘She was a bully,’ Lester says, narrowing his eyes.

      ‘And what are you being now?’ I snatch a look at Pamela, expecting her to agree with me. His words don’t only apply to Victoria. But the woman’s face is frozen, giving nothing away. ‘Are you saying she deserved to be punished?’ I’m getting carried away, though I doubt anyone here will back me up. But I’m curious if this is what he believes. The girls never bullied him – well, not that I’m aware of – so this must be about how they treated his father. ‘An eye for an eye?’

      Craig thrusts his head into his cupped hands, and Nora shakes her head.

      ‘Leave it, Daisy,’ she says. ‘This is neither the time nor place.’

      Lester glares my way, before returning his eyes to the sheet of paper. He clears his throat. ‘On the agenda we have the state of Victoria’s garden; the woman from Carlton Avenue whose cat uses our borders as a toilet – I hate bloody cats; and’ – he looks my way – ‘the podcaster.’

      I shrink back, despite my earlier confidence. I had hoped to talk with everyone individually, perhaps after the meeting. I hadn’t expected to be on their bloody agenda. Had Nora known when she invited me?

      The first two topics went by in a blink. There is nothing they can do about the mess that’s Victoria’s garden, unless they want to do the gardening themselves, which would mean getting permission from Victoria, which, they agreed, is almost impossible because she rarely leaves her house.

      The cat, short of shooting it with Lester’s air rifle (the fact he’s got one makes me unsettled) is going to be a permanent fixture, as thankfully everyone comes out on the side of the cat.

      ‘So…’ Lester steeples his fingers, stares my way. ‘The podcaster. I, for one, am pissed off that the incidents of eleven years ago are being brought up again.’

      Well, there’s a surprise.

      ‘Daisy’s investigation is quite different to what happened at the time, Lester,’ Heather says, her voice weak. ‘I understand your concern but⁠—’

      ‘My dad’s life was made a misery!’ he yells, as though Derek isn’t sitting right next to him, huddled into the same baggy cardigan he was wearing when I interviewed him, peering through heavy-framed glasses. ‘He lost a job he loved.’

      ‘I resigned, son,’ Derek says.

      ‘You were pushed out, Dad.’ Lester gets to his feet. ‘And now Daisy’s forced you to do a tell-all interview that will rile up the haters.’

      ‘Look, everyone,’ I say, glancing round at the gathered residents in turn. ‘My podcast is about Zara. What drove her to kill.’ My eyes fall on Heather, hoping she’ll say something. When she doesn’t, I bring my eyes to Derek. ‘I’m not interested in digging up what happened to you, Mr Morton,’ I say. ‘This is all about Zara.’

      ‘Yeah, so you say.’ Spittle flies from Lester’s mouth. ‘But what happens when your listeners start saying Zara didn’t do it?’ He clearly hasn’t seen the comments on the second episode yet. ‘That she was a sweet girl of seventeen. What then? They’ll look for another suspect. Start graffitiing our house again, and the media will write more lies about Dad. People will start saying he’s a⁠—’

      ‘Calm down, mate,’ Craig says, getting to his feet, but he’s no match for this huge angry man.

      ‘I’m chair of this meeting,’ Lester yells. ‘And I want her to leave. Now!’ He points at me with an outstretched finger, and my stomach churns. ‘You’re not welcome here. You’re not welcome in Maple Close.’

      Everything moves at warp speed then. Lester turns, picks up a tin of red paint next to the dresser, pulls off the lid with his bare hands, and, before I can absorb what he’s about to do, tips it over my head. I let out a cry, scrambling to my feet as it covers my hair, my clothes, thankfully avoiding my eyes.

      ‘Now get the hell out,’ he yells, dragging me across the wooden floorboards by my arm, and throwing me out through the conservatory doors onto the grass, where I tumble and fall, holding back tears.

      Craig pushes forward, yells, ‘Christ, Lester, what the hell?’ But Lester holds him back, slams the doors.

      I stagger to my feet and stare in through the conservatory windows to see Lester barricading the door, as the others, now all on their feet, look out at me as though too afraid to confront him. He’s intimidating, I don’t blame them.

      I stagger past the towering trees that separate Nora and Victoria’s properties, towards the gate that leads out into the cul-de-sac, sobbing. Is this worth it? The podcast? Is it really worth trying to discover how Zara’s mind works? What’s the point? I lurch onwards, dripping red, feeling as though I’ve just lived a chapter from Stephen King’s Carrie.

      I’m halfway across the close when I hear someone calling my name. I turn to see Craig making his way across Nora’s drive.

      ‘Go away,’ I cry, through snot and sobs and paint, staggering onwards. ‘Leave me alone.’ I glance back to see he’s stopped at the bottom of the drive, looking unsure. ‘Go! Please.’

      I reach the front door of Grandad’s house, paint dripping on the welcome mat like blood. I look over my shoulder. Craig has gone, and I feel completely broken.

      Knowing I can’t go into the house like this, as I’ll ruin the carpet, the wallpaper, anything I touch, I make my way around the back of the house and enter the garden through the side gate, the security lights flicking on.

      I grab the hose and attach it to the outside tap. And as I blast my body with cold water, continuing to sob, cry, a melting pot of despair, I’m sure there’s movement at the foot of the garden, and then I hear it. The chilling sound of laughter in the darkness.
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      I drop the gushing hose, and it writhes across the lawn, water spraying everywhere. Had I imagined the laughter, the movement? Am I losing my mind?

      I turn off the tap, and, soaked and frantic, race round to the front door, my freezing hands fumbling with my keys as I kick off my ruined boots. I’ll have to strip off as soon as I step inside, and the thought makes me cry harder.

      As I push open the door my phone rings. I pull it from my pocket. Water, mingled with the remnants of paint, drips onto the screen from my bedraggled fringe. I register it’s my mother:

      
        
        Monster

      

      

      ‘Fuck off!’ I scream at the phone without answering, kicking a plant pot with my damp-socked foot and screaming out in pain. ‘Fuck off! Fuck off! Fuck off!’
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        * * *

      

      Despite getting most of the paint off in the garden and stripping off my clothes in the hallway, the shower, after I’ve stood in it for fifteen minutes, looks like a scene from Psycho. I step out, skin red, enhancing the burn scars on my arm. They usually appear faded – after all they’ve been there eleven years – but now they glow, as though the flames licked my arm only yesterday.

      I grab a large towel and wrap it round my shoulders, blocking a traumatic memory before it invades my mind. I think again about Lester, and bite back another flood of tears with the strength of a dam. I’ve been through worse. I won’t let this beat me. I’ll prove I’m stronger than this.

      Dry, the shower cubicle cleaned, I put on my PJs and robe, and head from my room, needing a hot chocolate, or cake, anything sweet – comfort food. It’s as I make my way down the hallway towards the kitchen that the doorbell rings. It’s gone nine o’clock and I’m hesitant to answer in case it’s Lester, or whoever was lurking in the garden, though I suspect it’s Heather apologising for not supporting me at Nora’s house. I look through the side window. It’s Craig.

      I open up reluctantly.

      ‘Hey!’ he says, hands stuffed deep in his jacket pockets, shoulders raised in a kind of shrug. ‘I wanted to say sorry for what happened over at Nora’s.’

      I recall our joke and want to say that it wasn’t his fault, but this was his fault. He could have done something.

      ‘Lester totally lost it,’ he goes on.

      ‘Did he? I never noticed.’

      ‘I thought he was going to take it out on everyone there.’

      ‘You thought he might hit you?’

      ‘I don’t know. He’s not a bad bloke⁠—’

      ‘You’re joking, right? He’s an absolute bastard. Honestly, I haven’t got time for this.’ I pull my robe tighter, fold my arms, though I don’t close the door. ‘In fact, I should call the police on him. He could have blinded me.’

      ‘Maybe you should.’

      ‘Maybe I should.’

      He shrugs, more obvious this time. ‘Lester has never come to terms with the way his dad was treated eleven years ago. He’s taken it all on himself. And Derek had a stroke a while back, Lester’s worried the stress⁠—’

      ‘I didn’t know that, and I’m sorry, but Lester behaving like a complete moron is more likely to give his father another stroke than me and my podcast.’

      ‘Agreed.’ He gazes into my eyes and smiles a crooked smile, stirring feelings I attempt to push down. I don’t need this complication. ‘You look as though you’ve been out in the sun all day with no suncream,’ he says.

      ‘Jesus, Craig. There’s nothing funny about any of this. What exactly do you want, anyway?’

      ‘I told you. I’m here to say sorry. Sorry for what happened over at Nora’s and sorry for walking out yesterday. Basically, I’m sorry.’

      ‘Well, yesterday was my fault for mentioning Adele,’ I acknowledge, as I’m not a complete jerk.

      ‘Agreed.’

      ‘I’m tired, Craig.’ I go to close the door, but he shoves his booted foot in the shrinking gap. If this was anyone other than him, the gesture would freak me out. ‘Remove your foot.’

      ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘I’m fine.’ I’m not.

      ‘Will you go on with the podcast after what happened? I mean, it must have put you off, surely.’

      ‘Remove your foot, Mr Heller, or I will call the police.’

      He looks at me, and there’s that smile again. ‘Sorry,’ he says, pulling a sad face, though the twinkle in his eyes says he’s not sorry at all.

      I sigh deeply, open the door wider. ‘Coffee?’

      Hands still in pockets, confident, handsome, he says, ‘Love one. Thanks.’

      In the kitchen he leans back against a cabinet, long legs stretched out in front of him, the tips of his fingers wedged in jean pockets. He watches as I fumble with the coffee machine, dropping the pod, conscious of my PJs, robe, bobbly socks and bootie slippers. We’re both silent for some time – which is remarkable for me – and I wonder if he hears my heart pounding. Am I honestly still this attracted to him after all these years? It’s an unwelcome distraction if I am.

      We make our way to the lounge cradling steaming mugs. My resolve to keep him in the kitchen overridden by the fact I’m exhausted and need to be comfortable.

      ‘It’s a long time since I saw you last,’ he says as we sit down, me in a cosy armchair, legs curled under me, him on the sofa.

      ‘You saw me yesterday.’

      ‘You know what I mean.’ He takes a sip of coffee, winces. ‘Christ, that’s hot.’

      ‘I made it with boiling water.’

      He smiles. Puts the drink down on the low table in front of us.

      ‘The night Adele and Rebecca died,’ I say. It’s a ‘fill the silence’ moment but I want to know. ‘Do you remember where you were?’

      He furrows his forehead. ‘I was out with friends.’ He rubs a hand across his mouth. ‘Nowhere near the cinema.’

      ‘I’m not the police, Craig. You don’t have to defend yourself to me.’

      He laughs, drags his fingers through his hair. ‘Yeah, well, you’re bringing it all up again, so perhaps I do.’ He attempts to keep his tone light, but I hear something else: anxiety perhaps, unease. But then it was a tragic time.

      ‘Do you think she did it?’ I ask him. ‘Zara Landen?’

      ‘Without doubt.’ He picks up his coffee once more, sips without wincing. ‘What about you? You knew her.’

      ‘Barely, when we were kids. I guess at that point she would have been the last person I’d have thought…’

      ‘Same. But she changed. Went a bit weird. And what with all the evidence and her silence…’ He pauses for a moment, looking down into his drink. ‘You know she’s never once defended herself?’

      ‘I know. It doesn’t make any sense.’

      He looks up, sighs. ‘I should let you get to bed. You’ve had a harrowing evening.’

      We rise, and he leans in and presses a kiss on my cheek. It feels like too much, yet not enough. He smells good. My attraction to this man makes me feel vulnerable.

      ‘It’s good to see you, Daisy,’ he says, and turns and leaves the room. I follow along the hallway, open the front door. We step onto the doorstep and I glance up at the empty house next door.

      ‘Do you know if anyone is renting Number 3?’ I ask.

      He follows my gaze. ‘Not that I know of. There have been some renters over the years, but they never stay long. A few years back a young couple only stayed a month of their six-month agreement. I think they discovered Rebecca once lived there and got freaked out. Said the vibes were all wrong, the atmosphere, thought the place was haunted.’

      ‘Haunted?’ I don’t believe in ghosts, and even if I did, surely they would roam creepy old houses deep in the middle of nowhere. Number 3 is a beautiful, modern house, hardly spooky. As I take in the black windows, I shiver, recalling the laughter I heard in the garden earlier. Had it been real?

      ‘A bloke from the new estate keeps the lawns mowed in the summer,’ Craig goes on. ‘Pulls up a few weeds, that kind of thing, but other than that it stands empty. God knows why Clare doesn’t sell the place, she never comes back here.’

      After another goodbye, he goes on his way, leaving me staring at the property next door, recalling how Clare Davis and Rebecca’s sister sobbed after the attacks. ‘Clare’s taken Rebecca’s death dreadfully,’ Gran had said when I asked if the desperate woman next door was OK. ‘I understand how she feels.’
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          ANONYMOUS

        

      

    

    
      He knows he should feel more guilt. Poor Zara, locked away for so long. Silent. But it’s her own fault. That’s what happens when you commit murder.

      She was on a downward spiral long before he got involved, already delving into the darker side of life, far too interested in the macabre, the vile in the world.

      She’d been so excited the day she showed him the effigies she’d made of those three girls. So lifelike, creepy, pins jabbed all over their bodies. But he never dreamt she would kill them. If he’d known, he would have stopped her. Wouldn’t he?

      It was no more than a game to him. A sick game, granted. But those girls were cruel little bitches. It made him feel better, the plotting, the scheming, the dark ideas they bounced back and forth.

      Zara will never speak about that day, despite the psychiatrists, the medication, the group sessions. He’s confident of that, because she was in love with him, besotted. It was flattering at the time.

      No, she will never tell anyone he encouraged her in her disturbing obsession. That if he hadn’t done so, those girls may still be alive.

      He visited Zara when she was first sent down. It was a horrendous psychiatric prison with other killers. She didn’t look right amongst them. Too young, too innocent-looking, too vulnerable. She once told him her anger felt like a burning ball inside, intense but hidden. Outwardly, she always looked calm; even at her arrest, her expression almost angelic.

      They say she’s never spoken, but he knows she has. ‘I’ll never tell,’ she whispered that one and only day he visited. He replied, matching her husky whisper, that he appreciated that. He then told her, for the first time, that they will be together one day, that he loved her. He didn’t, of course. Never will. But it’s kept her sweet. Silent.

      He didn’t kill those girls, she did. But, although he knows he couldn’t be accused of murder, he was still the puppet master, a puppet master who never dreamt she would go so far. If Zara was to speak out, tell them everything, he’d be done for.

      Perhaps he needs to visit her again, especially with Daisy digging it all up for her ridiculous podcast. He worries. What if she rakes up something to incriminate him? She’s certainly perceptive enough. Intelligent, he’ll give her that. It only takes one wrong word, one slip of the tongue, one truth, one carefully thought-out suspicion, and the chance she could share it on her stupid podcast.

      But then if he visits Zara, people will ask why. Why is he still interested in Zara after all these years? No, he needs a better plan. A way to hide in plain sight.
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          DAISY

        

      

    

    
      After a sleep fuelled by nightmares that felt far too real – one where Justine Webber chased me down an alley that was shrinking, the walls closing in on me; another where I could hear someone sobbing – I desperately need to talk to the only person I know I can trust, the only person who has my back, the only person left in the world who gets me. Who loves me. Grandad.

      Florida is five hours behind the UK, so it’s a long morning as I wait for a suitable time to call. He’s always been an early riser, so I dial his number on FaceTime at midday – 7 a.m. US time. I need to see his face.

      I smile as he appears on the screen.

      ‘Daisy,’ he says, lines spreading from the corners of his blue eyes. ‘How lovely.’

      Maureen hovers in the background wearing a floral dress, a hand on Grandad’s shoulder, a wide smile on her sun-kissed face. The sight of them together is jarring. Gran should be by his side, not this woman. But then she makes him happy, so I try hard to be happy for him. After all, Gran has been gone for seven years.

      ‘Hi,’ I say, waving. ‘It’s good to see you… both. How’s Florida?’

      ‘Good, good. How are things there?’ Grandad asks.

      ‘Well, I’m still having nightmares about Justine. I mean she’s a big woman, but she’s like a giant in my dreams.’

      ‘Oh, Daisy.’

      ‘It’s OK, honestly.’ Come home, please.

      He sighs, furrows his forehead. ‘Try to keep in mind she has no idea where you are, and of course the court order is in place.’

      ‘Yeah, I know. But I can’t help thinking Finsbury Park isn’t that far away.’ And my latest podcast may have given away where I am. ‘But I’m good. Much better than I was.’

      ‘You’re sure you’re OK?’ He pauses for a moment. ‘What’s wrong with your face? It’s glowing. Have you got a temperature? Picked up a virus?’

      ‘It’s… it’s fake tan.’ I’m not about to tell him it’s gloss paint.

      ‘Well, demand your money back, love. You look as though you have a raging temperature.’

      I try to laugh, desperately wanting to tell him what Lester did, but I can’t ruin his holiday. Oh God, why am I even calling him? I can’t let it all out, he would return on the next flight out of America, and that wouldn’t be fair.

      ‘How are the fish?’ he asks. He’s so fond of his fancy fish, in their ridiculously expensive tank. It’s reminded me, I should probably feed them.

      ‘They’re doing a lot of swimming,’ I say.

      He smiles. ‘And no problems with the pipes?’

      ‘Pipes?’

      ‘They haven’t frozen up? No need to call on Craig?’

      ‘No, and it’s not been so cold, so fingers crossed.’

      He nods. ‘Good, good.’

      ‘I’ve seen Craig a couple of times.’

      ‘What? Like a date?’

      I roll my eyes. ‘Nothing like a date.’

      ‘He’s a nice young man.’ He raises a steaming mug to his lips, takes a slow sip. ‘You wouldn’t go far wrong with him.’

      ‘Grandad!’ I shy back in my chair, and Maureen shuffles in the background. ‘He’s totally out of my league.’

      ‘Poppycock. You need to have a better opinion of yourself, my girl.’

      ‘That’s the front door,’ Maureen says, though I’m not sure it is. ‘I’ll leave you two to catch up.’ She raises her hand, before disappearing.

      ‘So, what about you?’ I ask Grandad. ‘Having a good time?’ It’s obvious he is.

      ‘I am, yes.’ He runs a hand through his white hair. ‘I wish your gran and I had moved away from the close many years ago.’

      ‘But you had your clinics, and you would never have left me and Dad.’ Tears burn behind my eyes catching me off guard.

      ‘No, no, we never would have.’ He pinches the top of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. ‘I was going to call you today.’

      ‘You were?’

      ‘There’s something I need to confess.’

      ‘Confess?’ Is he getting married? Staying in America? Please no.

      He rubs his chin, his head down, as though trying to find a way to tell me whatever it is he’s keeping inside.

      ‘Grandad?’

      ‘The thing is…’ He glances over his shoulder then reduces his voice to a whisper. ‘I’ve cocked up somewhat. Forgot to mention it when you came to stay, so full of worrying about you⁠—’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘I promised Maureen’s son Jack a roof.’

      I’m aware Maureen has a son about my age. ‘A roof?’

      ‘To be specific, my roof in Maple Close.’ He stares at me, clearly waiting for a reaction, but for once, I have no words. ‘He’s on his way to the UK now,’ he goes on. ‘Lands at Heathrow at seven this evening. Should be at the house around midnight.’

      ‘And when were you going to tell me?’ I’m trembling. My stomach spasms.

      ‘I was going to call you today.’

      ‘But I don’t even know him.’

      ‘Well, he’s a nice young man.’

      ‘So was Ted Bundy, once.’ I’m not sure he ever was.

      ‘Jack’s a police officer.’

      ‘Dennis Nilsen was a police cadet⁠—’

      ‘You’re being ridiculous; you can’t keep listing serial killers.’ He glances behind him. ‘It’s a good thing Maureen can’t hear you.’

      I don’t care. ‘You should have told me, Grandad.’

      ‘Yes, I know, and I’m sorry. But I’d forgotten my promise to Jack and⁠—’

      ‘Can he stay somewhere else? I can’t live with a stranger. Don’t you know me at all? I’m stranger phobic.’

      ‘He’s not a stranger, Daisy. He’s Maureen’s son. He’s a nice young man.’

      ‘You said that already.’

      ‘He’s going through a rough patch. Broken up with his partner, Bella, recently and had a difficult case at work that’s left him rather broken. He’ll be good company for you. You need to get out more.’

      ‘But I won’t be getting out more, will I? I’ll be inside. With him.’

      ‘Calm down, Daisy. It will all work out. You’ll get along famously, I promise. And I’ll feel better knowing he’s with you.’

      ‘You planned this, didn’t you?’

      ‘No, no, not at all, but I can’t help thinking having a police officer in the house wouldn’t be a bad thing.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘It will only be for a few days, dear girl. He’s going travelling – first the UK, then on to Europe – so he won’t be with you long. It’s just a base, Daisy, and it’s a huge house. You sleep on the ground floor anyway.’

      This is true. But I’m still furious.

      ‘Now, I’ve given him the gate code, and a key to the house, and told him to use the attic room.’ Before I can argue he swiftly changes the subject. ‘So, have you thought any more about your podcast? Are you going to call it a day after what happened?’

      Head buzzing with thoughts of living with a man I’ve never set eyes on has put me into some kind of trance, my mouth hanging open like one of Grandad’s fish.

      ‘Daisy?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘The podcast?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Yes, what?’

      ‘Yes, I’ve thought some more about it.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Heather Landen has asked me to do a podcast about her daughter.’

      ‘Zara?’

      ‘Yes. I made a start. And it’s going OK, I think.’

      He wrinkles his forehead, is quiet for a moment before saying, ‘Is that a good idea?’ He shakes his head, has lost his brightness.

      ‘You’re not upset, are you?’

      ‘I don’t know what to think. They’re a funny lot, the Maple Close residents. They always were, even before the awful murders.’

      ‘Heather just wants to know why Zara did what she did, and I’m being considerate to everyone, I promise.’

      ‘I’m sure you’re trying to be, but most of them have been through hell; they’re volatile.’

      ‘I know. I found out the hard way.’

      He screws up his face and runs a hand across the back of his neck. ‘You did? What happened?’

      I can’t tell him the truth; he would worry, or worse, tell me to leave Maple Close. ‘It doesn’t matter. Listen, I’ll stop if you want me to. If it bothers you.’

      He stares at me through the screen for some moments, then lowers his head. ‘It’s just you’ve been through a lot with that awful Justine, so I don’t want you chipping away at something that could go terribly wrong. Zara⁠—’

      ‘She was one of your patients, wasn’t she? Before⁠—’

      ‘Who told you that?’

      ‘And Clare Davis was too?’

      ‘My word, you have been poking around. I can’t tell you anything about my patients, you know that.’

      ‘Patient confidentiality.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘It’s just Heather has asked me to find out why Zara did what she did⁠—’

      ‘Heather knows why. Her daughter was bullied.’ His voice is clipped, and I can tell he’s not happy.

      ‘Lots of teens are bullied. They don’t kill. It’s just, maybe if I can find out what was troubling Zara before…’

      He glances over his shoulder, moves closer to the screen. ‘Listen to me, Daisy. Yes, Zara did attend several of my sessions. Her parents were becoming increasingly worried about her. Heather went into her bedroom when she was at school. She found some disturbing things.’

      ‘She never mentioned that to me. What sort of things?’

      ‘I can’t tell you any more. I shouldn’t have told you that. But Heather needs to be more honest with you, needs to tell you how concerned she was about her daughter before the killings.’ He leans back, folds his arms. ‘Zara was pushed to the point of no return by those girls. That’s what I believe. And that’s enough questions, Daisy. I’ve said far too much already. You are your own person, but if I had my way you would stop prodding around.’ He glances once more over his shoulder, agitated. He wants this conversation to end.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say.

      ‘Just be careful, my girl.’

      ‘I will. I promise. Anyway, I’ll let you get on with your holiday,’ I say. ‘Love you.’

      ‘Love you too,’ he says. ‘Always.’

      And as he disappears from the screen, I realise I’ve let Grandad off the hook about Jack’s visit far too easily and I now have no choice but to let him stay.
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      Once I’ve fed the fish, I climb the stairs. Despite not wanting Jack in the house, I’m compelled to make sure he has clean sheets, pillowcases and towels. Silly, he’s not my responsibility, but I love my grandad, and he likes this man’s mother.

      I take linen from the airing cupboard on the first floor, before continuing up to the attic room. I flick on the light.

      It smells musty up here. Surfaces are covered in dust, the wooden slatted blinds closed. I’m not sure of the last time anyone came up here.

      The mattress is stripped bare, as are the pillows and the duvet, which is neatly folded at the end of the bed. The door to the en suite is closed.

      I open the blind and throw open the sash window, letting in a blast of cold air, noticing Pamela jogging through the back gate, heading along the path towards the river, her blonde ponytail swinging.

      I tear my eyes from the window and lay towels and bedding on the single bed – he can make it up himself. There’s an area on the mattress, about ten inches in diameter, that is whiter than the rest, as though someone has cleaned it, bleached it. I try to think who might have used the bed. Nobody that I can recall in my lifetime. Certainly not me. My room, if I ever stayed here, was on the first floor – until my father died. So, who used this bed? Had Grandad slept up here sometimes? Spilt something? Or had this been my father’s bed when he was a child? Had it been brought from the cottage they lived in back then? The cottage that became Grandad’s clinic.

      I leave the room. I’ll bring up some cleaning products later, so this man – Jack – who is about to invade my privacy, can give everywhere a clean-up if he wants to.
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        * * *

      

      By one o’clock the weather has dropped several degrees, and a flurry of snow twists and turns from a pale sky. I slip on my jacket and boots and step out of the front door. I’ve arranged to meet with the retired police officer who found the girls at the cinema eleven years ago. He’s agreed to be interviewed for episode 3 of my podcast.

      I open the door of the Land Rover, about to get in, when I notice Heather.

      ‘Good morning,’ she calls, stepping out towards me, fiddling with her woollen gloves, slipping them on. ‘Turned cold again, hasn’t it? I had hoped spring was on its way, but apparently not.’ She reaches me, touches my arm, smiles, showing the gap in her teeth. ‘I was worried Lester might have scared you away.’

      ‘I’m not going to lie, he nearly did.’

      ‘He’s a horribly troubled man, though I’ve never seen him quite so riled up. Doesn’t seem to know his own strength – never has. He broke Zara’s arm when they were children.’

      ‘He’s an idiot.’

      ‘He is indeed.’ She narrows her eyes. ‘Try olive oil.’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘The paint. You still have some in your hair, and some around here.’ She leans forward, touches my neck, and I flinch. Since Justine almost killed me, I can’t bear my neck touched. ‘It should wash off eventually.’

      She looks towards the sky, snow coating her cheeks. ‘Anyway,’ she says, ‘I just wanted to check you’re OK. Better go, I’ve got an appointment at the dentist. A root canal.’ She cups her cheek, grimaces. ‘I’m not looking forward to it at all.’ She starts to walk away, then stops, looks back. ‘Please don’t let Lester scare you off, Daisy. Zara and I need you.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Thank you for meeting up, PC Blake. I appreciate you talking to me.’ I’m following this grey-haired man across the empty bar, him cradling a pint of lager shandy, me a lime and soda.

      ‘Call me Brian,’ he says, glancing back with a boyish grin. He’s an instantly likeable man with a slight cockney accent, wearing a dark green sweatshirt embroidered with the words ‘Mulberry Farm Shop.’ ‘It’s years since I was in the police.’ He slings his jacket over the back of a chair and sits down on a cushioned seat near a grubby sash window with a view of a white-coated car park. The snow has stopped falling, for now.

      ‘Brian,’ I say, dropping down in the seat opposite him and pulling my laptop and microphone from my rucksack.

      It was Heather who told me Brian Blake runs a farm shop near Gustard Wood, the village he moved to with his wife and three dogs when he left the force. I called the store earlier, asked to speak to him. He was friendly and obliging. More than happy to meet up, even when I told him what it was about.

      ‘Are you still OK to be recorded?’ I ask.

      He looks behind him – the bar staff have vanished out back – then returns his eyes to the microphone. ‘It’s all a bit fancy, isn’t it?’ He raises flecked-grey eyebrows, a smile in his hazel eyes. ‘I feel like some sort of celebrity.’ He meets my gaze. ‘You’re not how I imagined you’d be.’

      I smile. ‘Who were you expecting? Danny Robins?’

      ‘Who? No wait, he’s that bloke who does all that “do you believe in ghosts?” stuff, isn’t he? The wife loves him, but delving into “is there life after death?” gives me the heebie-jeebies. No, I thought Angela Rippon might pop along. Great legs, that one.’

      ‘Who’s Angela Rippon?’ I smile, knowing exactly who she is, that she used to read the BBC News, and he laughs. He’s easy company, and I’m relieved.

      He lifts his glass to his lips and takes a gulp. ‘In answer to your question, young lady, go ahead. Though I’m not sure I can tell you anything you won’t already know.’

      I press record and he clears his throat, puts down his glass.

      ‘I’m sitting in The Talisman,’ I begin. ‘A traditional village pub in Hertfordshire. It has dark wood furniture, friendly staff, and the smell of home cooking is most tempting.’ It’s a fabrication at the very least. The furniture is scratched and battered, the staff barely raised a smile, and the odour of ale, wet dog and yesterday’s beef casserole is far from tempting, but I need to keep people on side. ‘Today I’m with Brian Blake,’ I go on, into the mic. ‘Brian was one of the first police officers at the scene when the girls were murdered. Hello, Brian, and welcome.’

      He leans close to the mic. ‘Hello, good to be here. Just wish the topic wasn’t so tragic. I’ve never got over finding those poor kids.’

      ‘I can’t begin to imagine how awful that must have been. Are you able to tell us what you remember from that night?’

      Smile gone, forehead crinkled, he takes a deep breath. ‘A call came in around half nine. A desperate kid, who turned out to be Victoria Wells.

      ‘I arrived first at the scene with young Todd Turner, a constable at the time, now a chief inspector. Who’d have thought it? He was so wet behind the ears when I knew him.’ He pauses for a moment. ‘Maybe edit that bit out, wouldn’t want to offend the man.’

      I smile, make a note. ‘Will do.’

      ‘He’s a good bloke, is Todd. Had a catch-up with him a while back over breakfast. He was working on the disappearances of a couple of local paedophiles. Now, that’s something I could never do. Invest time and energy into looking for someone who targets kids. Good riddance if they disappeared, that’s what I say.’

      There’s fire in his eyes, he feels strongly and I don’t blame him.

      ‘So, you arrived at the cinema,’ I say, bringing him back to The Wise Monkey Murders.

      He nods. ‘Yeah… it was peeing it down that night, deep puddles, windscreen wipers thrashing. We parked up, were told to wait for backup, but I was having none of it. I knew the caller was a teen, that she’d said her friends were dead, been murdered, and all I could think of was my own daughters. If a kid was still alive inside, I needed to go in.’ He shakes his head. ‘I still see those girls in my nightmares. Put in for early retirement after that, was on sick leave for weeks. Worst night of my career.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I glance down at my hands, one cradled in the other. Part of me wants to end this here but I push on, telling myself it’s for Heather. For Zara. A strange feeling has crept in unnoticed, telling me I owe Zara this. That if I’d stayed friends with her, she could have turned to me. It’s a ridiculous notion.

      ‘Is everything OK?’ Brian says, bringing me back to the moment.

      ‘Sure. Sorry.’ I clear my throat. ‘Did you see or hear anything when you stepped towards the cinema?’

      ‘What, like the killer escaping?’ He shakes his head. ‘Nah, nothing like that. The place was creepily quiet, deserted.’

      ‘Can you talk me through what happened next?’

      ‘Well, I said to Todd, I said I’m going in, and for him to wait in the car, but he followed me in anyway. I remember him saying the place had given him the creeps since he was a kid. He won’t thank me for saying that, but, as I say, he was still a kid, a newbie on the force, young enough to be my son, or at a push my grandson.

      ‘I used to go to the cinema myself before it closed.’ He laughs, though it doesn’t show in his eyes. ‘As a teenager I would sit in the back row with some girl or other. It was a nice place back then.

      ‘Todd and I were on our way into the building when we heard sirens – at first, I thought it was backup, but noticed a billowing cloud of smoke, a fire in the distance. It was the fire brigade.’

      I shift in my seat, run a hand down my arm, knowing exactly which house was on fire that night.

      ‘We thought it could be the recycling centre nearby – it had caught fire a few times – but it turned out to be a fatal house fire.’ He shakes his head. ‘Two tragedies in the same area on the same night. Awful.’

      I pick up my drink. Put it down again. A small part of me wants to tell this kindly man that it was my house. That my dad died in that fire. I open my mouth. Would it be good to share my tragedy with a stranger? But before I can decide whether to spill my heart, Brian continues.

      ‘The double doors to the cinema stood open,’ he says, oblivious to my sudden anxiety. ‘We entered the foyer, looked around for signs that something terrible had taken place, but apart from the graffiti-strewn walls, a whiff of weed, there appeared to be nothing.’ He shudders, shakes his head. ‘Why did teenagers even go there?’

      I shrug. ‘They still do, I think.’

      ‘Yeah, wouldn’t surprise me. The place is infamous now. Teens are drawn to that kind of thing, I guess. I was more into football and sitting out in the open air with a bottle of cider or a tinny with mates – that was my limit.’

      ‘So, you went into the auditorium?’

      He nods. ‘Yeah, we called out as we entered, but nobody replied. Nightmare on Elm Street was playing on the screen, booming out. Poor Todd was having kittens.’ He glances my way. ‘Maybe you could⁠—’

      ‘I’ll edit it out.’

      ‘Cheers. I keep forgetting I’m being recorded. Anyhow, we flashed our torches across the battered seats and made our way down the aisle.’ He closes his eyes, takes another deep breath, swallows. ‘I could see three shapes: the three girls, slumped in the front row, their outlines against the end credits of the film. We moved quickly then, calling out.

      ‘I knew, as young Todd threw up, that the gruesome sight of those teenagers would live with us forever. Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil. Three Wise Monkeys,’ he whispers. ‘There was no doubting two of the girls were dead.

      ‘But another girl – Victoria Wells, as it turned out – opened her frightened eyes.’ Brian turns his head towards the window, stares out almost trancelike. ‘She’d been stabbed in her stomach, her arm slashed, and the corners of her mouth sliced upwards – like a macabre smile. So much blood…’ He rubs his mouth, chin crinkling. ‘I grabbed her school scarf from her lap and pressed it hard against her stomach wound.

      ‘“Who did this?” I asked her, but her eyes fluttered closed.’

      A tear rolls down his cheek and he shakes his head. ‘“You’re going to be OK,” I told her, though I hadn’t a clue if she would be.’

      I place a hand over his, hating myself for asking him to relive such a painful time.

      ‘The officers on the case did a thorough job,’ he goes on, seeming to recall he was being recorded. ‘But I will say this, I could never get my head round Zara Landen being found guilty. Those assaults were brutal. Sickening. She was a quiet, studious kid of seventeen. Came from a good home. It didn’t make any sense.’

      ‘You think she was innocent?’

      ‘I’m not saying that.’ He shakes his head. ‘As I say, a great team of officers dealt with the investigation,’ he reinforces, ‘and there was so much evidence pointing to Zara that they had to arrest her, and there was no way a jury would find her not guilty. It’s just… oh, I don’t know.’ He finishes his pint in one swallow. ‘I’ve probably said too much. Sorry.’ He rubs his eyes. ‘Can we end it here?’

      ‘Of course.’ I end the recording, worried I’ve upset him.

      ‘This podcast of yours,’ he goes on, looking paler, eyes sadder than when he arrived, his smile gone, ‘it’s going to stir up the past, make people unsettled. If there was anyone else involved that night, and I’m not saying there was… just be careful, love.’ He touches my arm and rises. ‘It’s a cruel world out there.’

      I watch Brian disappear through the door before getting to my feet, my head spinning.

      Had Zara committed the killings with someone else? Is that why she remains silent? Is she protecting someone?
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      I’ve been working on episode 3 of my podcast since I got back from seeing Brian Blake, my stomach rumbling in the background like thunder for the last half an hour, and I’m shocked when I finally close my laptop that it’s gone seven. I remove my headphones from where they’ve been draped round my neck, pick up my phone, and order a giant pizza.

      Grandad said Jack would arrive around midnight, and I need to stay up until then. I can’t bear the thought of being asleep when he lets himself in, it would feel all kinds of weird. The thought of a stranger creeping around the house while I’m sleeping is not an option.

      The pizza arrives, and I settle in front of the TV, legs curled under me, glass of wine in hand. I’m tempted to watch A Nightmare on Elm Street for research purposes, but think better of it, instead rewatching Deadpool 1 and 2. You can’t go far wrong with Ryan Reynolds.

      It’s gone midnight when the final film’s credits roll, and my eyes ache with tiredness. Jack hasn’t arrived. OK, so his plane must be delayed. I consider calling Grandad to ask for the flight details but don’t want to give Maureen reason to worry about her son. I sit upright on the sofa, stuffing cushions one each side of my hips to stop me from slumping, but it’s no good, I’m exhausted, and eventually give up on my awake-a-thon around one o’clock, succumbing to weariness and staggering to my bedroom, locking the door behind me.

      But my fractured thoughts won’t settle. Why did Grandad have to give Jack a key? He’s going to slip into the house without my knowledge. I shudder, the thought of him roaming around while I’m sleeping once again giving me the creeps. Get a grip, Daisy!

      For someone so edgy, I finally manage to fall asleep, waking again around two o’clock to a vague squeaking sound outside. My eyes spring open, wondering if it’s the sound of a suitcase. If he’s here. Jack. A stranger who I’m going to be sharing this house with. But the sound isn’t in the house, it’s coming from outside, from the path that runs along the back of the gardens.

      A shiver runs down my spine. It’s the kind of eerie noise that leads to a woman being attacked in a horror movie, and my imagination drums up someone pulling a trunk along in the darkness, ready to put my lifeless body inside. I’m aware I’m seriously losing the plot here and need to get a grip. I’m a successful podcaster – no longer that little girl who was so scared of her mother.

      I take several deep breaths, rise, pull on my robe, and head for the bedroom window. The squeak is fainter now, moving away from me. I pull back the curtain. The window is iced up and it’s difficult to see into the darkness of the back garden. I’m about to let the curtain drop when I flinch – something’s been scratched into the ice on the window: a stick figure hanging by a noose. I let the curtain drop, my hand shaking. Who would do such a macabre thing?

      After several deep breaths, my heart thumping, I leave the bedroom and head into the lounge, where I crack open the blinds. Victoria is on her drive, lifting carrier bags from the boot of her car. Could she have drawn the hanged man in the ice? But why would she? She looks as though she’s been to a twenty-four-hour supermarket, and I feel a jolt of sadness that she doesn’t shop in the day. That she hides away from everything and everyone. She strides towards her front door, her face covered by a scarf, her hat pulled low.

      I close the blinds. It seems Jack isn’t here yet. Unless he snuck up the stairs while I slept. I leave the lounge, glance up the staircase. Is he up there? I dash back to my room and lock the door behind me and bury myself under my duvet, aware my heart is still thudding, my anxiety level too high.

      Half an hour later, during which time I’ve pulled myself to a sitting position and read chapter 39 of one of John Marrs’ novels (it didn’t take long), my eyelids close, and my head nods forward. I startle awake. Oh God, this is torture.

      I put down my book and disappear under the duvet once more, eventually slipping into another chaotic nightmare: the door handle of my room jerks and rattles, slow at first, then frantic. Then I’m outside. Barefoot in the cul-de-sac, blood oozing from cuts in my arms. I’m screaming, but there’s no sound coming from my lips. No lights are on in the surrounding houses, but I see faces at windows: Nora, Craig, Lester, Heather, Pamela. All motionless, like waxworks. A sudden cawing grabs my attention, and my eyes move to the iron gate. Three crows stare with liquid black eyes. They swoop towards me like a scene from Hitchcock’s The Birds, clicking, cooing, cawing, and I know, just as I’d known the day Justine chased me down that dark alley, that I can’t escape them.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to the sound of my mobile ringing at five o’clock. Sit bolt upright in bed, clammy and unsettled.

      I pick up the phone. It’s Monster. ‘Leave me alone!’ I yell as it continues to ring, staring down at the screen for some moments, before throwing the phone onto the duvet unanswered. It slips and clatters to the floor.

      I race to the window, shivering as I pull back the curtain – but however much I search, there’s nothing etched in the ice. All I see is patterns that my imagination must have morphed into the shape of a man hanging by a noose.

      My mind flips to Jack. I’ve no idea if this American cop has arrived or not. If he has, I was either in a deep sleep when he entered the house, or he was incredibly quiet.

      I shower, dress and leave my room, jumping when my phone pings. It’s a message from Grandad:

      
        
          
            
              
        Maureen has heard from Jack. Glad he’s arrived safely. I hope the two of you get on OK. Give him a chance, Daisy, you might like him X

      

      

      

      

      

      So, he’s here. Somewhere in the house. I poke my head into the lounge, the dining room, and finally make my way into the kitchen. If Jack’s here, he must be in the attic room as Grandad suggested.

      I head across the kitchen.

      ‘Hey! How’s it going?’

      ‘Jesus!’ I spin round, letting out a strange squeak on seeing a tall, slim man, a hand propped against the doorframe. ‘Jack?’ He’s American, who else could it be?

      ‘You must be Daisy. Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.’ His nose is crooked, but on him it looks right. In fact, he has a bit of an Owen Wilson thing going on, with blue eyes, and wayward blond waves falling across his forehead, and past his collar. ‘You making coffee?’

      ‘No, but I’ll have one if you are.’ I need to start as I mean to go on.

      He heads towards the kettle with confident strides, passing me, wafting citrus shower gel.

      ‘It’ll have to be instant,’ he says, his accent charming. I’ve always been a sucker for the American accent. ‘I’m not great with new-fangled machines,’ he adds, still smiling, and streaming water into the kettle.

      ‘When are you leaving?’

      He flicks on the kettle. ‘Way to make me feel welcome.’

      ‘Grandad said you’ll only be here for a couple of days. I want to be sure that’s the case. Nothing against you personally…’ I’m aware I’m being far from friendly. This poor man has travelled for hours and probably had little sleep. ‘I’m sorry, it’s not you, it’s just⁠—’

      ‘No worries. I’d be the same if some stranger landed on my doorstep. I’ll only be staying for two nights, and I’ll barely be here in the day. I’ll be gone by Saturday morning, I promise.’

      ‘OK, well I guess I can just about live with that.’

      He laughs. A nice laugh.

      ‘So, you’re a police officer?’

      He leans back against the unit. ‘A lieutenant, back in Florida. Just came to the end of a nasty case. It affected me.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I say, feeling guilty for making him feel unwelcome, especially as Grandad said he’d recently broke up with his partner.

      ‘Yeah, well, there’s some evil people out there. I just need a break. Try to sort out my head.’ He takes a couple of mugs from the shelf. Picks up a jar of decaf coffee. ‘You OK with this?’ he says and I nod. I haven’t the heart to say I need caffeine in the mornings. ‘They say you can’t run away from your problems,’ he goes on, spooning in granules and adding hot water to the mugs, ‘but it’ll give me time to reflect.’

      He brings the steaming mugs to the pine table, places them on coasters, and sits down.

      I pick up my drink, take a sip, remaining standing as I study him. He leans back in the chair, stretching his arms above his head, his sweatshirt rising.

      ‘So, what’s your plan today?’ I ask, meeting his eyes.

      ‘Sleeping. The flight was delayed. The taxi didn’t drop me here until 4 a.m.’ He smiles. ‘And I’ve promised to take a friend some American candy⁠—’

      ‘You have a friend here? Couldn’t you stay with him?’ I bite down on my lip, feeling bad for suggesting it. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Izzy lives in a studio flat with three cats. There wouldn’t be room.’ He tilts his head, looking like an abandoned dog.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say again, pushing back my fringe. ‘Just so you know, I spend most of my time in my room working on my podcast.’

      ‘Podcast? I’m impressed. What’s it about?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Nothing?’

      ‘A local murder. But I’m sure you don’t want to hear about that right now.’

      ‘No, you’re probably right.’ He rises, picks up his coffee and yawns, stretching one arm above his head this time, fist clenched. ‘Listen, I’m going to try and get some sleep. Your grandad suggested I take the attic room so that’s where I crashed when I arrived. Is that OK?’

      ‘Fine.’ Not fine at all!

      I follow him out into the hallway to see him wearily taking the stairs, and once he’s out of eyeshot I wander into the lounge, certain it won’t be easy living here with Jack, however nice he seems.
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      It’s eleven o’clock. Jack’s still in the attic room catching up on sleep, and I’ve been putting off working on my podcast, but now I need to get on with it. I make a caffeinated coffee and head into my room, locking the door behind me. I can’t imagine Jack coming in without knocking, but what do I really know about him?

      I open my laptop and click through my socials, pausing on Instagram to see there’s another direct message from ‘The Wise Monkey.’

      Holding my breath, I open it:

      
        
        Stop poking around, while you still have eyes.

      

      

      ‘Christ!’ I scramble back from the screen as though whoever sent the message is right there in front of me – able to see me. This can’t be Justine. It has to be related to the murders. Someone knows I’m researching the case, and they don’t like it. Could it be Lester? Or the strange man at the cinema? Or Victoria? I rise, start pacing the room, heart thudding. I unlock the bedroom door and head into the lounge. I need space from the words. I need a distraction.

      I pick up the fish food, sprinkle some into the tank, watching as the brightly coloured greedy fish swim to the surface, mouths open. The sight relaxes me slightly, and my heartbeat settles to a normal rate. For a moment I kind of see why Grandad gets joy from them. I step back to get a better view of the tank. Squint. There’s a reflection in the glass. Another face. Someone’s behind me. I turn sharply to see Nora pressing her face against the window, peering in. My body jolts as she tap, tap, taps on the glass and raises her hand in a wave. Before I can respond, she disappears. And then the doorbell rings.

      Sighing I head down the hallway and open up.

      ‘Sorry to bother you.’ She leans forward, touches my arm. ‘I wanted to apologise for Lester’s behaviour. I feel responsible.’

      ‘It wasn’t your fault⁠—’

      ‘But I invited you. It was my house.’ She pushes down her frizzy hair. ‘And I want to make up for it by saying I’m happy to clean out the fish any time.’

      ‘Oh. OK. Well, I think they’re fine for now, and I’m sure I’ll manage when the time comes.’ The fish are the least of my worries. ‘But thanks.’

      She edges forward as though waiting for an invite inside, but I’m not in the mood to make small talk. I need space after the second weird message and the arrival of Jack.

      ‘I’m about to work on my podcast,’ I say. ‘Why not come round another time?’

      ‘But I won’t keep you.’ She doesn’t move.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘But I really should get on.’

      ‘Of course.’ She turns, hurries across the drive, her hair a fuzzy triangle on her shoulders. ‘I can take a hint,’ she calls, glancing back.

      I close the door, feeling shaky. I’m not sure what to make of Nora Collins. She’s a busybody, but there’s more to her than that. She lost her son and never got the chance to grieve, always wondering if he’ll return. Guilt for turning her away rises, and I open the door once more and call her back. If I can’t spare half an hour for this lonely woman, I should be ashamed.

      She hurries towards me, an excited look on her face, and I step aside to let her enter.

      Once in the kitchen, mugs of coffee in front of us, she looks around her. ‘You can tell the same builder built this place and my house. I mean, this is so much bigger, but the architecture is so obviously similar.’

      ‘They’re lovely houses.’

      ‘Mm. The other residents like to think their homes are the same, but they’re not. Nowhere near as well made, and lacking in character and charm, in my opinion. I don’t know if you are aware, but I grew up in my house. I inherited it from my parents.’

      ‘Lucky you.’

      ‘My father was of German descent, an intelligent man, much like your grandfather. He ran his surgery from the house.’ She rises, glances about her once more. ‘He hated it when the then owner of this house sold up to developers. He sold a great deal of land too. I sometimes think it was the death of my father, seeing all those beautiful maple trees tumbling to the ground to make way for modern properties going up around us. The noise was intolerable. Such a shame things change.’

      She continues observing the kitchen as though she’s never seen it before. But she must have if she feeds the fish when Grandad’s away.

      ‘It’s the little things, isn’t it?’ she goes on. ‘The original fireplaces, the huge gardens, the basements, the high ceilings.’ She paces across the room. ‘And I must admit, I love your dumb waiter. We haven’t got one of those.’ She throws open the door that houses the lift and pulleys. ‘Fascinating,’ she says, poking her head inside.

      A flash of memory of Gran putting Grandad’s dinner on a tray and sliding it into the dumb waiter comes and goes, as Nora closes the doors and settles back at the table.

      ‘I’ve always been fond of your grandfather,’ she goes on, picking up her mug. ‘We go back a long way. I was the one who told him about this house when it came on the market.’

      ‘You knew him before he moved here?’

      ‘Oh yes.’ She sips her drink, nods. ‘He was Neville’s psychiatrist when your grandparents lived at the Cottage Clinic.’ She tilts her head. ‘Your grandmother always made such a fuss of Neville when he was young.’

      ‘I hadn’t realised.’

      ‘I’m not Neville’s biological mother, you know. His parents died in a car accident.’

      ‘That so sad,’ I say, not wanting to say I already know. That Heather told me.

      ‘The poor little lad suffered with night terrors, took a long time to accept us. Was a strange little fish in the early days. Your grandfather was brilliant with him.’ Her eyes meet mine, locking me in so I feel I can’t look away. ‘You spent a lot of time here as a child, didn’t you?’

      ‘My home life wasn’t great,’ I say, wondering why I’m sharing. ‘I liked spending time with my grandparents.’

      ‘And then you moved in when your⁠—’

      ‘For a while, yes.’

      She nods, lets me out of her piercing stare. Says nothing.

      I glance at a picture on the wall of a bumblebee surrounded by lilac flowers, and, on my usual autopilot, begin filling the awkward silence, this time with how we need to save our bees, and how wasps aren’t our enemy, they’re pollinators.

      ‘They are all God’s creatures,’ Nora says, and rather than picking up on my random choice of subject, she tells me how she has an online diploma on animal care and that’s why everyone trusts her to look after their pets.

      When half an hour passes, and she doesn’t make a move to leave, I take a deep breath and offer her another drink.

      ‘Oh, go on then,’ she says, shifting in her seat. ‘You’ve twisted my arm.’

      I’d like to twist her arm up her back, and escort her to the door. I push down the mean thought.

      ‘I saw Victoria last night.’ I’m refilling the kettle at the sink, my eyes drifting down the sprawling garden, unwanted thoughts of the strange squeaking sound in the night, the etching I thought I saw on the bedroom window, invading.

      ‘Victoria?’

      ‘Mm.’ If Nora is going to set up home in Grandad’s kitchen, I want to know her thoughts on the other residents. I flick the kettle on, turn to see her eyes widening, her cheeks pinking.

      ‘She came to your house?’

      ‘God, no.’ I shake my head. ‘It was in the middle of the night. I saw her from my window. It looked as though she’d been shopping in the early hours.’

      ‘Ah, I see.’ She presses her hand against her chest. ‘I thought for a moment you’d spoken to her, which would have been quite the surprise. As you probably learned from the residents’ meeting, she’s a recluse. Hides herself away in that house, not speaking to anyone.’

      ‘It’s such a shame, I would love to hear her version of that awful day.’ I turn and lean my back against the unit.

      ‘Well, that’s never going to happen.’

      ‘I just thought I might try catching her at some point. I mean, it’ll do no harm to knock on her door. She can always refuse to answer.’

      ‘Well, be careful, Daisy. She’s a strange woman.’ She bites down on her lower lip, as though contemplating what she’s about to say. ‘You know, I used to think she killed her friends.’

      ‘What? How is that even possible?’

      ‘Think about it for a moment. What if she killed them, then cut herself, maybe even killed her father a short time later because he suspected?’

      I take in her words. Could almost believe Victoria may have cut her own arm. But surely nobody would mutilate their own face, and she had a stomach wound too. ‘But why? She loved her friends.’

      ‘Did she?’

      I shrug. I have no idea what the girls’ relationship was really like, but Nora’s suggestion sounds unfeasible, outlandish – like something out of a psychological thriller. ‘How would that explain Zara’s fingerprints on the knife, the robe and mask in her garden?’

      ‘No, well it doesn’t, unless they were in it together.’

      ‘Zara and Victoria?’

      ‘They were once friends. Best friends.’

      ‘A very long time ago.’

      She folds her arms. ‘Keep an open mind with that woman. I don’t trust her. I’m ashamed to say it, but I wasn’t a fan of any of the girls who were attacked that night.’

      Once the drinks are ready, I bring the mugs back to the table. I need to use this moment wisely. Try to find out as much as I can from Nora.

      ‘I’m surprised Pamela stayed in Maple Close after Adele died,’ I say.

      ‘Well, she doesn’t seem to feel pain like normal people.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘She’s your typical sociopath. I went to school with her.’ She picks up the mug and cradles it in two hands.

      ‘I had no idea.’

      ‘Mm, and, if you ask me, the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.’ She takes a long, slow gulp of her drink, watching me. ‘Pamela was the queen bee at school, just as Adele was. Both bullies. Not that Pamela is now. I don’t think she even knows I was in her year. I wasn’t particularly memorable. All girls look the same with their heads down the toilet.’ She lets out an untimely giggle.

      ‘I’m sorry, that’s awful.’

      She flaps her hand. ‘It was a long time ago. I’m not the frightened schoolgirl I once was, and, as I say, Pamela has changed for the better.’

      ‘But you just said she’s a sociopath.’

      ‘Did I? Well, perhaps that was a bit harsh. It’s just, to my knowledge, she’s never shown any emotion about her daughter’s death, unlike Clare Davis, who completely lost the plot. And I recall when Heather approached Pamela, telling her Adele was making Zara’s life a misery, she wouldn’t listen. Said it was nonsense, that Adele was an angel. Which of course, God rest her soul, she wasn’t.’

      Nora takes far longer than she needs to finish her second drink, and I’m wondering if I’m going to have to prise her from the kitchen with a shoehorn, when she finally rises. ‘Well, I can’t sit here gassing all day,’ she says with a small laugh.

      I follow her to the front door, and open it, relieved when she steps out onto the doorstep.

      ‘Oh, I meant to say.’ She nods up at Grandad’s house. ‘I saw a woman hanging about when you were out yesterday. Snooping, if you ask me. Looking in your windows.’

      Justine? ‘What did she look like?’

      ‘Well, I didn’t get a proper look. Tall though. I came out of my house to ask her what she was doing, but as soon as she saw me, she scooted off. Jumping the gate that heads towards the river and the new estate. I didn’t like the look of her, truth be told.’ And with that, off she goes, arms swinging back and forth, like a marching soldier, towards her house, collar up, leaving me worried sick that Justine has found me.
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      I spend hours in my room putting the finishing touches to episode 3 of my podcast, even though my heart isn’t in it. When I finally pull off my headphones, it’s gone five o’clock. My ears, having been muffled for so long, take a while to tune in to my surroundings – to the footfalls descending the stairs. It must be Jack.

      ‘Hey,’ he says as I appear in the hallway, just as he reaches the foot of the stairs. His hair’s damp from a shower. ‘It seems I’ve slept the day away. I’m starving, have you eaten?’

      I shake my head. I’m rubbish at sorting my meals out when absorbed in my podcast, often filling up on crisps and chocolate, then wondering why I feel unhealthy. ‘I thought I might pop to the supermarket; the fridge is pretty empty.’

      ‘Fancy a Chinese? My treat for invading your privacy.’

      ‘Why not?’ I say, surprising myself. But then I am hungry.

      We head into the kitchen, and I order online, finding we both love chow mein and special fried rice. Jack gives me cash, and, as he sits down at the kitchen table, I grab a bottle of white wine from the rack and shove it in the freezer. ‘It’s a bit warm,’ I say. ‘But you can’t have Chinese without wine.’

      ‘Agreed.’ He smiles, and I realise I feel almost OK around him. He’s nice. Just as Grandad said he would be. And the fact he’s a police officer is reassuring. ‘I’ll do all I can to keep out of your way while I’m here,’ he says. ‘I promise.’

      ‘Thanks. And I’m sorry, you must feel so unwelcome.’

      ‘No worries.’ Another smile. ‘I’m made of strong stuff.’

      ‘I guess I like my own space,’ I say, feeling the need to explain myself. ‘And I’m more cross that my grandad didn’t tell me you were coming until yesterday. It’s not your fault.’

      ‘Listen, if it’s too hard for you, I can try to get a cheap B&B⁠—’

      ‘No, it’s fine. You being a cop, well, it could come in handy right now.’

      He furrows his forehead. ‘Why? Are you OK?’

      I lean against the worktop. ‘It’s nothing. Just a couple of odd Instagram messages, and an ornament left on the doorstep.’ And the possibility that Justine has found me. I open the drawer where I threw the crow when it arrived, reach for it, lifting it out to show Jack.

      ‘It’s kind of cute,’ he says, taking it from me, before putting it down on the table. ‘Though I’m guessing it’s bugging you for some reason.’

      I nod, but I don’t answer. And deciding I don’t mind warm wine, I pull it out of the freezer, pour a glass and offer Jack one. He nods, and once I’m sitting at the table opposite him, waiting for the takeaway, he says, ‘So these Instagram messages?’

      I take a gulp of my wine, unsure whether to share, but the thought of having him on side shoos away doubts. ‘I think it could be a woman called Justine Webber.’

      He tilts his head to one side, hands on the stem of his glass.

      ‘She stalked me after my last podcast, then attacked me – could have killed me – then later threatened to find me.’

      He shakes his head, eyes widening. ‘God, why?’

      ‘It’s a long story.’ I tell him a shortened version of everything that’s happened.

      ‘Did the police get involved?’

      I nod. ‘They couldn’t prove she attacked me. But the thing is, Nora – a neighbour – said someone was looking in my window, snooping around. A woman fitting Justine’s description. And someone rang my doorbell at midnight.’

      ‘And you think it was this Justine woman?’

      I shrug. ‘I’m not sure. I mean the messenger called themself “The Wise Monkey”, which relates to the podcast I’m working on now⁠—’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘You’re sure you want to know? You’re meant to be getting away from your last case.’

      ‘I’m OK.’ He leans back in his chair, cradling his wine. ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘Right, well, if you’re sure.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘So, eleven years ago two girls – teenagers – both from Maple Close were murdered, a third girl was assaulted.’

      ‘That’s awful. I had no idea.’

      ‘No, well, it was a long time ago, and I don’t suppose the story hit headlines in America. The killings were horrendous.’ I pick up my phone, find an old article on the case, and let him read it.

      He covers his mouth with his hands as he reads, his eyes widening. ‘That’s shocking,’ he says after a few minutes, handing me back the phone. ‘But they found the killer?’

      I nod. ‘Zara Landen. She lived in Maple Close too. Her parents still do. My podcast is about why she did it, not the who and how. But if it’s not Justine seeking revenge, I may have upset someone by digging it all up.’ I tell him about the paint incident with Lester.

      ‘I don’t like the sound of this. You need to be careful, Daisy.’

      Before I can reply, the doorbell rings. It’s our food.

      Once we’re forking chow mein from plastic containers onto plates, sitting at the table like two people who’ve known each other for years, he holds his fork in mid-air watching me. ‘Have you reported any of this?’

      I shake my head. ‘I was tempted to report Lester but decided not to rile him up any more than he already is. And, as you probably know, there’s not much the police can do about the messages. And the crow isn’t exactly threatening.’

      ‘Just keep notes on everything that happens,’ he says. ‘There are some real oddballs out there. And it seems you can’t rule out this Justine woman. I mean she tried to kill you.’

      I flinch at the memory. ‘She was so angry that night.’ I stare into space, reliving the moment I almost died, and whisper. ‘I was terrified.’

      ‘I’m so sorry you went through that. And I hope she isn’t trying to find you. I mean, would she know about your latest podcast?’

      I nod. ‘I guess so. If she’s watching my socials.’

      We chat some more, before he forks in his last mouthful and lays down his cutlery. ‘That was good.’ He leans back, glances at the clock on the wall. ‘Listen, I promised I would go round and see my friend Izzy. She lives on the new estate on the other side of the river.’ He drains his wine. ‘But keep me updated with this creep, whoever it is. I obviously have no jurisdiction in the UK, and you don’t know me very well, but I’m here if you need me.’

      ‘I appreciate that,’ I say, grateful for his support.

      Once he’s left the house, I watch from the window as he runs, collar up, beanie pulled low, and heads through the pedestrian gate at the foot of the close, leaving the close deserted. I look over at Victoria’s house, wondering why she hasn’t tried to rebuild her life. Would she speak to me? It would be good to have her version of the events of that night.

      I grab my coat and slip on my boots – an old pair that I’ve had to resort to after my good pair was ruined by the red paint – and head across the road towards her front door. It’s unlikely she’ll open the door, but I need to give it a try.

      Her house is in darkness, despite her car being on the drive. When I reach her doorstep, I look back over my shoulder at the other houses. They feel oppressive tonight, as though if I turned my back on them, they would all move in closer.

      I go to press the doorbell, but something stops me. This woman keeps herself private, and I of all people should understand that. I realise I’m not being fair. I need to leave her be.

      ‘She won’t answer. I told you that.’ It’s Nora, poking her head out of her front door. ‘She’s a strange one. Hides inside those four walls, rarely venturing out.’

      ‘I—’

      But the woman shuts her door before I can reply.

      I head back across the cul-de-sac, noticing Lester leaving Craig’s house. They stand on the doorstep for a few moments talking, before Craig steps back inside and closes the door. Lester heads to his house, hands shoved in the pockets of a short leather jacket. He doesn’t see me.

      Back inside Number 4, I make my way into the kitchen and begin clearing up the dirty plates, eating a forkful of cold chow mein as I go. Once the dishwasher is full and chugging, I think again about the vacant house next door. About Clare Davis, wondering where she is now and going over in my head what I know about her. The fact she broke down after her daughter was murdered. That my grandad was her psychiatrist. That she was admitted to a psychiatric ward. That Rebecca had had a younger sister, who could be anywhere.
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      It’s 1 a.m. and I’ve spent the last few hours alone at the kitchen table, drinking wine in my PJs. I’m normally sensible around alcohol, am fully aware it’s never the answer when things aren’t great in my head. But sometimes, like this evening, I forget what a mentally fragile lightweight I am, and just keep on drinking.

      I’ve been trying to work out what I should do next, which way to turn. I mean, any normal person, after everything that’s happened, would ditch the podcast and leave Maple Close. But I realised a very long time ago that I’m not wired like a normal human being. That I have a self-destruct button, and I’m often eager to push it.

      ‘Now listen to me, Daisy Cole,’ I say out loud, waggling my finger at the empty seat opposite, talking to myself as though I may get a reply. OK so I’ve drunk far too much. Despite knowing I’m behaving oddly, I continue to drink and talk. ‘Do you want Justine Webber to find you and finish you off? Do you want Lester the Jester to throw acid over you next time?’

      I empty the dregs of the bottle into my glass, shaking out all the drips, and down it.

      This isn’t the answer. Of course it isn’t. I’m trying to drown my anxiety, push its face into the booze and hold it under, and it’s made me feel so much worse. I feel skittish, edgy. I should probably go to bed and tomorrow pack my bags and leave Maple Close.

      I slam the glass onto the table and go to rise, just as my phone rings. It’s her: Monster. Why does she always call at the worst of times? It’s as though she can see me, knows when I’m at my lowest. I ignore her call, as I always do, and eventually the annoying ringing stops.

      I move across the kitchen, staggering a little. ‘Oh, lordy lord,’ I say, falling against the wall. I haven’t felt this drunk in years. I need air, and lots of it. I make my way along the hallway towards the front door, where I slip my jacket over my PJs, push my feet into my boots, and leave the house, closing the door behind me. I have no idea where I’m heading on this freezing night; maybe I’ll catch a plane to America. I giggle. Stupid.

      I glance up at the attic room window, not sure if Jack’s home from his friend’s. It’s in darkness, so I guess not.

      In some ways it’s good that I’m as pissed as I am, because if I was sober, I would get in the Land Rover right now, and drive until I drove off the end of the world. I sway on the doorstep for a moment, as though I’m on a swing, before sitting down on the ground behind the vehicle. I lean my head against a tyre, breathing in the cold night. A light goes on in the bedroom window of Craig’s house. I close my eyes, thinking about him. Imagine him peeling off his shirt. God, I really am drunk. Why the hell has my stupid, silly schoolgirl crush reared its head, making everything so much harder? This feeling has highlighted how messed up my life is and always has been. How I’ve never had a proper relationship. It’s my own fault I’ve never found ‘the one’. I drew a flaming circle around myself when Dad died, and I’ve never let anyone new through the flames.

      I get to my feet. I need to walk this off. There’s a side gate between Clare’s and Craig’s houses. It requires the same code as the one used to get out and into Maple Close – it’s the gate Nora thought she saw Justine jumping over, and it leads to the river and countryside, and a little further on to a new estate.

      I head for the gate and key in the code. It opens silently. I make my way through, and down the path which takes me along the rear of the Maple Close back gardens, a full moon guiding my way. I haven’t gone far when I hear heavy footsteps behind me. I turn to see the silhouette of someone tall, shoulders rounded as though trying to make themselves invisible, dressed in dark colours, hood pulled up. Is it the same person who knocked on my door? Fear prickles my neck. Is it Justine?

      Despite knowing it’s a ridiculous idea, I throw myself into the bushes, landing face down, nettles prickling. I allow whoever it is to pass, and once they’ve gone by, I drag myself back to the path.

      Were they following me?

      I’m about to turn back, when I hear a cough. Whoever they are, they’re male. Not Justine. Even so, I need to return home. The alcohol has befuddled my thinking.

      The figure rounds a bend in the distance, and I lose sight of him. A splash brings my focus towards the river. Something was thrown in with force. Within moments, the man appears once more, and I leap back into the bushes next to the path, this time landing on my feet, my heart thudding as they get closer, footsteps loud against dry earth.

      As they pass, I lean forward just enough to see the person’s face. Lester!

      I can’t move, frozen, waiting for him to disappear. The gate bangs closed, and I pull myself free from the bushes and, after a moment, take the path towards the river where I heard the splash.

      I shine my phone torch into the river. Something lies at the bottom of the semi-clear water, something wrapped in what looks like cloth. The silt moves and the cloth unravels, and my torch beam glints off something shiny. Within seconds the silt moves again, and whatever has been thrown in disappears.

      As I hurry back to the house, along the dark pathway, my neck tingles. I graze my eyes across the rear of the supposedly empty house next door. There’s someone standing in the darkness at an upstairs window, watching me, but before their face comes into focus, they step back from view.
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      I wake at five, body swimming, head throbbing, my mouth dry, and I’m pretty sure I’m still a tiny bit drunk.

      I go over my death-wish walk in the early hours. Go over what I saw in the river. I’d heard the splash, and I’m certain Lester had thrown something into the water. Something wrapped in cloth. Something shiny. But it could have been a piece of metal, a shiny stone. I should push it from my thoughts. I don’t want to anger Lester any more by questioning him. He’s volatile, aggressive, powerful to the point he doesn’t know his own strength. But what if it was a knife? What could that possibly mean? Was he involved in those girls’ deaths and only now destroying the evidence? Oh God, I’m getting carried away.

      After a morning spent drinking lots of water, taking painkillers and generally feeling sorry for myself, I get my act together, deciding to retrace the footsteps I took last night.

      I rummage in the cupboard near the front door, knowing Gran and Grandad had wellington boots when I was younger. I find a dusty green pair and shove them in a carrier-bag-for-life, grab a cereal bar from the kitchen in the hope it will stem my churning stomach, and step out through the front door.

      A cold wind hits, and my scarf whips up around my face. It’s getting colder again, much colder. I take a deep breath and, with the door slamming behind me, head for the gate.

      I glance at Clare’s house as I pass; there doesn’t appear to be any sign of life. Had I imagined someone in the window last night?

      Once I reach the river, I struggle to find where I saw the parcel wrapped in cloth that Lester threw in. It all looks much the same – bare trees, hedgerow, nettles, and the wellingtons are a waste of time as the water is far too deep to wade in. I pick up a large stick and thrust it into the water, disturbing the riverbed. Gravel and silt rise, clouding the water. I’m wasting my time.

      ‘Everything OK?’

      I turn to see Pamela, jogging along the path towards me, blonde ponytail swinging, a pink tracksuit hugging her slim frame.

      I yank the stick from the river, covering myself with blobs of mud-mingled water. ‘Shit! Sorry, yes,’ I say. ‘All good. I… I…’ I have no idea how to explain myself. But thankfully she doesn’t seem to want me to. Too busy pausing to look at her armband, checking her steps, or her heart rate, or whatever it is her electronic device does.

      I notice the scarf around her neck – green and white stripes. Brampton School colours. I find myself staring.

      ‘It was Adele’s,’ she says, touching it with manicured fingers. ‘I like to think it still smells of her, but of course it doesn’t. Still, it’s comforting to wear.’

      ‘I get that,’ I say.

      ‘Yes. I’m sure you do.’ She touches my arm. ‘How are things progressing with your podcast?’

      ‘Slowly.’

      ‘You should get Nora to talk to you. She never misses a trick. She’s almost the caretaker of Maple Close, lived here for years.’

      ‘I know,’ I say. ‘She’s shared a lot already.’

      ‘Good.’ She smiles, puts in her earbuds and continues her run. Once she’s out of sight, I pick up the carrier bag with the wellies inside, and head back to Maple Close, feeling grotty and defeated.

      As I come through the gate and into the cul-de-sac, Lester is reversing his yellow Ford Capri out of his drive. He was doing the car up when I was staying with my grandparents after the murders, so has had the classic for years. As he passes me, he glances over and scowls, raising his middle finger like a wayward teenager. Apart from Mother, and of course Justine, I don’t think I’ve disliked anyone as much as Lester. He’s a horrible man. A horrible man who intrigues me.

      Despite knowing the sensible thing would be to go inside, talk to Jack if he’s home about what I saw in the river, I jump into the Land Rover and fire up the engine. As the gates open, and Lester drives through the gap and onto the road, I pull out of the drive and nip through the gates behind him.

      I follow at a distance, as he makes his way down twisty country roads, already regretting my decision to follow. What the hell am I thinking? I feel as though I’m losing my mind. And if he sees me, a tin of red paint will be the least of my worries. I need to turn back and get a grip.

      I pull into a layby, about to turn round, when Lester indicates to enter a garden centre car park. He parks and climbs out of his car, makes his way towards a figure standing with his back to me. I can’t see the man’s face, and a woolly hat covers his hair. And then he turns. It’s the dark-haired man who spoke to me at the cinema. The man in the green Kia Sportage who acted so mysteriously.

      The men enter the low, sprawling building with packs of compost piled high either side of automatic doors.

      I can’t help myself – I indicate and pull out of the layby and into the car park, aiming for a spot as far away from Lester’s Capri as possible. There I kill the engine. I’m not sure what I hope to discover, after all it’s just two men at a garden centre – maybe they share a love of plants. Innocent enough, perhaps.

      I enter the building through the same entrance, dashing past a display of houseplants. I suspect the men have gone to the cafe, so make my way there. I’m right, they’re standing at the counter ordering.

      Lester turns, scanning the area with narrowed eyes, as though he senses me here. I shrink back like a frightened kitten, losing myself in the gift section.

      They sit down, each with a steaming mug, next to a display of children’s books. If I can move past the Hey Duggee and Bluey books, I might be able to hear what they’re saying.

      I creep behind a display of cards and duck down. A woman gives me a funny look, and I open my mouth to explain, but stop myself. I can’t afford for Lester to spot me. I move closer, to the rear of the bookshelf.

      Lester’s voice is deeper than the other man’s, though both voices are muffled and I can only pick out the odd word: ‘dad’, ‘worried’, ‘podcast’. Lester’s voice drops to a whisper as he passes something across the table in a white envelope, and the other man puts it in his pocket.

      ‘You’re not telling me you’re not worried, Mark,’ Lester says.

      Mark James? The teacher forced out of his job? Why is he here with Lester after all these years? And why was he at the cinema?

      ‘Let’s take a walk,’ Mark says, as chairs scrape across the tiled floor, and their footsteps move away from me.

      After a few moments, I take a wander around, but I can’t see the men, so head back to the Land Rover. Lester’s Capri has gone, but I spot Mark James carrying a houseplant towards the Kia Sportage I saw him in at the cinema.

      I hurry towards his retreating back, tap him on the shoulder.

      He spins round, almost dropping the plant.

      ‘We’ve met before, I think,’ I say. ‘At the abandoned cinema.’

      ‘Oh yes, Daisy Cole.’ He snorts. Gives an exaggerated eye roll. ‘The podcaster.’ He continues towards his car, and I follow, watching as he opens the boot and puts the plant inside. He pauses, hand on the boot door, forehead furrowed. ‘Can I help you with something?’

      ‘I know who you are.’ The slam of the boot startles me, but I try not to show it. ‘You’re Mark James. You taught at Brampton School.’

      His face flushes. ‘If you think I’m giving you anything for your senseless podcast, you’re mistaken.’ He heads towards the driver’s door. I follow.

      ‘I just⁠—’

      ‘Listen, I taught the girls who died, end of. Nothing to see here.’

      ‘So, what were you doing at the cinema the other day?’ I say, hoping he doesn’t notice the quiver in my voice.

      ‘It’s nothing to do with you.’ He opens the car door, goes to climb in. ‘For God’s sake, just leave me alone.’

      ‘I saw you with Lester just now.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Well, it looked a bit odd, is all.’

      ‘Lester was one of my pupils. A nice boy.’

      ‘Seriously? You’ve clearly met a different Lester than I have.’

      ‘I’m in the area. I got in touch.’ He narrows his eyes. ‘You obviously know all about me, Daisy, or you wouldn’t be harassing me.’

      I step from one foot to the other, toes numbing from the cold. ‘I know you were asked to leave Brampton School after accusations were made, if that’s what you mean. But I’m not harassing you, I just thought you might tell me what you remember about the girls who were murdered, about Zara?’

      ‘Not a chance in hell. I was lucky – if you can call it that. Mary Armstrong swept the accusations under the carpet, so long as I never taught again. I loved teaching, it was my vocation.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘I never touched Adele.’

      ‘Adele?’ Adele had accused her teacher of inappropriate behaviour? ‘Then this is a chance to tell your side of the story,’ I say.

      He slams the car door, starts the engine, buzzes down the window. ‘I have no need to tell my story, Daisy. Only a handful of people heard about Adele’s accusation, so it’s best left buried. It’s something I have to live with. Truth is, you bringing all this back to the surface is the last thing I need. So, I’m afraid it’s a categoric no. I don’t want to be on your bloody podcast. Stop digging. Do something worthwhile with your life, rather than raking through other people’s trauma and misery.’

      ‘That’s not what I’m doing.’ Is it? ‘My podcast entertains people. And I’m helping Heather Landen.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      ‘Do you believe Zara killed those girls?’

      ‘Why? Are you having doubts? I thought your podcast was about understanding why she did it, not whether she did it.’

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Look, from what I remember, Zara was a good kid, kind, quiet, clever, but she was troubled.’

      ‘She was in your after-school art group, wasn’t she?’

      ‘Yes. And she was brutally bullied by those three girls. Anyone can flip if pushed hard enough. Anyone.’

      I know he’s right. The link between bullying and extreme violence is very real. But, despite being certain Zara is guilty, I can’t help thinking there is more to the killings. Was Mark James involved in some way, and now unconsciously projecting his own thoughts?

      Deciding to end this claustrophobic exchange, I step away from his car, and he drives away.

      It’s no more than I expected of Mark James. He was in a position of trust. If he was wrongly accused of inappropriate behaviour, the last thing he needs is for it all to be brought up again. And even less so, if he was guilty.
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      He’s booked an appointment to see Zara, and his heart thuds as he parks at the secure unit, his windscreen wipers thrashing away a sprinkling of snow.

      Last time he visited, so long ago now, he was asked by the police why he was visiting Zara, and he’d bluffed his way round it. He can’t risk that happening again.

      But Zara was at a different facility back then. And anyway, he’s changed a lot in eleven years. Everything will be OK. He needs to calm down.

      He’s been told that because Zara doesn’t speak, he might have to leave if she reacts badly to seeing him. If she doesn’t want him there. But she will want to see him, won’t she? She’s kept quiet for so long – never mentioned the part he played. She must still love him. Stupid girl. No, woman. She’s a woman now. Stupid woman.

      He’s known for a while he needs to visit her, tell her he’s still here for her. He needs to be sure she’ll stay silent, especially with Daisy Cole poking around the case. Trying to discover why Zara won’t speak – why she committed murder. He needs to know Zara will forever stay silent.

      He’s had some dark thoughts over the last few days. If Zara was dead, this would all go away. But he’s not a killer. And even if he was, how do you kill someone in a secure unit? He hates that his mind even goes there. He’s not a bad person.

      Daisy mentioned on her podcast that Zara still draws. Gruesome pictures, like the ones she did at art club. He’d known then she was becoming unstable. That he was making things worse, riling her up. But the solidarity at the time had made him strong. He admits now he liked being in control. Perhaps he knew that then.

      ‘I have an appointment to see Zara Landen,’ he says, once inside the building, his eyes darting around the reception area. ‘My name is Craig Heller.’
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      Back home, I cocoon myself in my room, radiator on full blast warding off the cold, still not feeling great after drinking too much wine last night. I’m not sure if Jack’s home. But if he is, he’s doing exactly what he said, keeping scarce, not getting in my way. Though in some ways I wish he would.

      As I lie on my bed, eyes closed, I go through everyone I’ve met. Zara killed those girls, I’ve no doubt of that, but what if someone helped her?

      I consider Lester. He’s aggressive enough, always has been. Broke Zara’s arm in a game when they were kids. Poured paint all over me. And he hated the way the girls treated his father. And what had he thrown in the river? But then Zara and Lester were never close. Would she really enter into an agreement to kill with him?

      And what about Derek? We only have his word that he wasn’t at the cinema that evening. And that the girls were blackmailing him. Revenge is a possible motive for murder. And he did say Zara came to him for horror movie and book ideas.

      Victoria has to be considered. Had she killed her friends? I’ve wondered this since Nora put the idea in my head. But would she really mutilate her own face and destroy her own future?

      My mind wanders to Mark James. What had Adele accused him of doing? Was he guilty? Had he snapped?

      I hate that my thoughts drift to Craig next. No! I refuse to believe he’s capable of hurting anyone. But am I letting my heart rule over my better judgement?

      I’m overheating. A hangover combined with a pumping radiator is making me woozy. I scramble from the bed and throw open the window, breathe in the cold air.

      I’m about to flop back on the bed when I hear laughter. Not the same laugh I heard before – this is a child’s giggle, cute yet slightly haunting. I head back to the window and peer out through the glass. Nobody is out there, not that I can see, yet I can still hear it, close by. I close the window, trying to convince myself it’s coming from the new estate, or it’s some sort of bird species or wildlife. But I can’t let this lie, I need to go outside, work out what the sound is.

      I throw on my coat and boots and step through the back door, eyes scanning the garden, listening for the child. But there is silence. Nobody is out here.
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      Refusing to let the mysterious little voice beat me, I head out through the front door, hoping I might discover where it came from. And I’m in luck: a girl of about five, wrapped up warm against the cold, rides a pink bike with tassels on the handlebars round the horseshoe pathway of the cul-de-sac, her blonde ponytail sticking out from under a woolly hat. She’s giggling, the same giggle I heard through my window. I sigh with relief. I’m not going crazy.

      A Volkswagen is parked on the drive of Number 3. Clare Davis’ house.

      An attractive woman in her twenties, in jeans and a bright yellow padded jacket, watches the girl. The woman catches my eye, moves towards me. ‘Hi, I’m Jess.’ She lifts her hand in a half wave. ‘I’m staying here for a bit, dealing with the house.’

      ‘Daisy,’ I say. ‘I think I might have seen you at the window late last night.’

      Jess furrows her forehead, shakes her head. ‘Ooh, don’t give me the creeps, we’ve only just arrived.’

      ‘Ah, OK.’ A shudder crosses my neck. So perhaps I am going crazy.

      The little girl pulls up on her bike next to her mother. ‘I like your hair,’ the child says without smiling. ‘You look like Nymphadora Tonks.’

      ‘Harry Potter.’

      ‘No, Nymphadora Tonks.’

      I imagine the purple-haired character from Harry Potter and feel ridiculously flattered. ‘Why, thank you.’

      ‘You’re welcome.’

      ‘This is Ida,’ Jess says, sounding weary.

      ‘Your feet are quite big,’ Ida says, looking down at my boots. ‘And the rest of you is quite small.’

      OK, so Ida clearly says whatever’s on her mind.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Jess says, her cheeks pinking. ‘She’s⁠—’

      ‘It’s fine,’ I say, my eyes drawn to my feet. They aren’t especially large. Size five. Average-ish. Though perhaps large for someone five foot tall. God, I’m now second guessing my feet. I transfer my gaze to the girl, who has the biggest blue eyes, set in her pale face.

      ‘Ida, we’ll be going inside soon,’ Jess says. ‘If you want to ride your bike around the cul-de-sac one more time, you need to do it now.’ And with that, the girl pedals away.

      ‘She’s a little monster at times,’ the woman says. ‘Love her with all my heart, but she’s wired up wrong, I’m convinced of it. She says exactly what she’s thinking⁠—’

      ‘Don’t worry.’ I look at the child whizzing around the close, seeing a kindred spirit.

      ‘She has no fear whatsoever, always into some kind of mischief. At least here at Maple Close she can’t escape out the gate.’ She laughs as though she’s been joking all along. ‘Where we lived before, she had a habit of sneaking out of the back door and through a hole in the fence into our neighbour’s garden. We’ve found her in some unusual places, and each time I’ve almost had a coronary.’

      I’m so close to saying maybe she should keep a better eye on her, but the woman looks defeated, and I manage to keep my words inside. ‘Well, it’s so nice to meet you,’ I say, instead.

      ‘You’ll have to come over for a coffee sometime. It would be good to have some company.’

      ‘Mummy!’ Little Ida’s back, tugging at her mum’s jacket. ‘I’m hungry.’

      Jess laughs. ‘You’re always hungry.’ Her eyes are back on me. ‘I’d better get her some lunch.’ She steps away. ‘Nice to meet you.’

      Once they’re inside Clare Davis’ house, the door closed, I slide my key in the lock of my front door. I’m about to push it open when heavy, fast footsteps race up behind me. I swing round. Lester is inches from me, and my stomach churns, afraid of what he might do.

      ‘Do you really think I didn’t see you?’ His voice is low, angry. He’s so close I can smell cigarettes on his breath. ‘What is it with you? Why were you following me?’

      ‘I was taking a walk.’

      ‘A walk? To the garden centre?’

      I realise my mistake. He’s not talking about last night. ‘A walk around the garden centre, and I happened to see you.’

      ‘And pigs fly.’ He grabs my arm, and squeezes. There will be bruises. ‘You need to quit your fucking podcast and leave Maple Close. If you think I’m pissed off now, you want to see me when I’m really angry.’

      I shake my arm free, clench my fists, a temptation to pick up a plant pot and crash it down on Lester’s fat head surging through me. ‘Yeah, and I want to know what you threw into the river,’ I say. It’s out there before I think it through.

      ‘What the hell are you on about?’

      ‘I saw you, Lester. You threw something in the river.’ I’m aware I’m making things a whole lot worse with my runaway tongue.

      He steps backwards, fists in tight balls, eyes fiery. ‘You think you’re so clever with your fancy podcast, and your qualifications, but you’re not. You’re just a pathetic woman who feeds off other people’s misery. Why is that? Aye? To block out your own pain? Watch your back, Daisy Cole, I’m not the only one who wants you to stop poking around. Consider this a warning.’

      He spins round and strides off towards his house, leaving me shaking, my heart thudding. I want to pack my bags and run for the hills. But I won’t let him destroy me. I’m strong and the more I learn about the residents of Maple Close, the harder it is to walk away.
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      I stand for some moments, taking deep breaths, mist escaping my mouth, trying to calm my racing heartbeat. And once Lester disappears into his house, I push open the front door, stepping inside to the sound of pipes banging and clanking like an out of tune brass band.

      ‘Crap!’ This is all I need right now.

      I kick off my boots and rush to the kitchen. Taking Craig’s number from the fridge, I pull out my phone and dial his number. It goes straight to voicemail, and I realise I didn’t notice his van on his drive when I’d arrived back.

      ‘Hi, Craig, it’s Daisy.’ I’m attempting to raise my voice above the noise, pinning the phone close to my ear. ‘Not sure if you can hear the clanging in the background, but it sounds as though the pipes have frozen. If you can give me a call, I’d be so grateful. I’m a bit worried they may burst.’ I pause for a moment before adding, awkwardly, ‘OK. Thanks. Bye.’

      I need to check the pipes haven’t already burst, the thought raising my anxiety. Still in my coat, I open the basement door, and flick on the light. The stairs down to Grandad’s home office and the room where the pipes are housed are carpeted in beige shagpile – worn in places, but soft under my feet. The lighting is bright and inviting, as are the landscape paintings on the walls. There are no horror movie vibes going on down here, thank goodness – though why I’m thinking of horror movies I’ve no idea.

      There are two closed doors at the bottom of the staircase. One leads to the pipes, the other to Grandad’s office. A gold sign hangs on the office door:

      
        
        Dr Jeremy Cole FRCPsych

      

      

      I step through the door to the pipes, and duck under low-hanging cobwebs. There’s a freaky bubbling sound, but thankfully no gushing water. A heap of thick sheets is folded at the far end. I reach for the light switch, flick it once, twice, three times. The bulb has blown. OK, there’s nothing I can do but wait for Craig.

      I leave the room, glancing at the door to Grandad’s office. I remember creeping down the basement stairs once as a child and poking my head round his door. Gran had left it ajar after cleaning. She always did the cleaning, seeing that as her role in the marriage – would cook all the meals too, send them down to Grandad via the dumb waiter if he was working late.

      I place my hand on the doorknob, pausing for a moment, knowing I should walk away. But I can’t resist the temptation to see if it’s locked.

      It is. But then what did I expect? The room must be full of confidential files. I think about how Grandad had been Zara’s, Clare’s and Neville’s psychiatrist. It would be interesting to see their files. I chastise myself, can’t believe what I’m thinking. And yet the thought continues, and I’m already climbing up the basement’s stairs, pipes banging and crashing behind me. I know where Grandad’s keys are. I saw where Gran put them that day when she was cleaning.

      I open the cabinet in the lounge and find the little black safe I’d seen as a child. Key in the numbers 1955 – the year Gran was born.

      Back at the foot of the stairs, I unlock the office and push it open.

      It’s exactly as it was when I was young. A vertical shaft extends to ground level, allowing light to penetrate, making the office bright and cheery. The office covers the whole width of the house and includes a small bathroom. A magnificent mahogany desk almost fills one end – a silver-framed photo of Gran taking pride of place. Filing cabinets line the longest wall, and a luxurious, velvet sofa, sits across the centre. Framed certificates, and photographs of Sigmund Freud, Emil Kraepelin and Nathan S Kline hang behind the cabinets. It’s an incredible place, and I get a sense of pride that my grandad was, and still is, an incredible man.

      I move across the room towards the many filing cabinets, refusing to let guilt stand in my way, the pipes still banging and clanking, echoing in my ears. The cabinets are labelled alphabetically, but there are no keys in the locks.

      I turn to Grandad’s desk, begin opening drawers, finally finding a bunch of keys, each labelled. They are for the cabinets. There’s also a key labelled ‘Cottage Clinic’.

      I know I shouldn’t open the cabinets, look inside, but today my moral compass is decidedly off. I pick up the keys, head for the Ls for Landen, knowing he treated Zara. I turn the key, tug, and the drawer glides open.

      My eyes skim the rows of cardboard folders, a pang of guilt and the incessant noise making me hot and clammy. Grandad trusts me, and I’m deceiving him, and yet I’m so far into this I’ve lost control.

      I look over my shoulder, imagining Grandad in the doorway, a look of disapproval on his lined face.

      ‘I’m doing this for Zara,’ I whisper.

      It doesn’t take long to find her file, and I swallow hard at the sight of Grandad’s pointy, sharp writing on the cover. He’s never been one to use computers. Everything by hand. ‘Artificial intelligence will take over the world if we let it,’ he once said.

      I open the folder and pull out his notes on Zara. Words jump out at me:

      
        
        Starting to dabble in the occult.

        

        Being influenced/manipulated?

        

        Marked changes since last visit.

        

        Zara told me Adele made her strip for several boys who paid Adele £10 each to watch. Zara said if she didn’t go along with it, Adele had threatened to strip her anyway and post photos of her online. I’ve advised Zara to tell someone. She seems traumatised, volatile.

        

        Zara told me of an incident where she was forced to kiss Neville. It was stopped from going any further by their teacher, Mark James, whom she seems fond of. She told me he understands what she’s going through.

        

        Zara spent most of this session crying. She scratches her skin constantly; told me she was trying to get rid of her acne.

        

        The effigies she showed me today are concerning. I’m considering referral.

      

      

      I shove the paperwork back into the folder, my eyes burning with tears, my heart beating way too fast. The hell Zara went through because of those girls is unimaginable. I wonder if Grandad passed on any of this to her parents, if he went through with the referral. Heather never said. I briefly think of Heather and Barry. If they knew what she was going through, how angry would they be? Angry enough to kill?

      I put the folder back into the filing cabinet. I know I shouldn’t, but I’m desperate to find Neville’s folder, and Rebecca’s mother Clare’s file.

      I unlock the filing cabinet for D and find Clare Davis’ file. It’s small and dated from just after her daughter’s murder: March 2015.

      Grandad’s notes tell me of Clare’s struggle with her eldest daughter’s death. That she had turned to drink and was on strong antidepressants. Her husband had suggested she seek help when she started persecuting Heather and Barry Landen, blaming them for their daughter’s death. The notes confirm Heather’s recollection of her dressing up in Rebecca’s clothes and confirm that her husband left, taking their younger daughter with him.

      I read on, my eyes greedily taking in Grandad’s words. He recommended a psychiatric ward, suggesting a local hospital.

      ‘Daisy?’ The call comes from the top of the stairs, and my stomach lurches.

      I put the file back with shaking hands, and lock the cabinet.
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      ‘Down here, Jack!’ I call, recognising his voice. I hurry from the office, locking the door with shaky hands, fearing he might tell his mother I was down here and that Grandad will find out I’ve broken his trust. ‘I’m checking the pipes.’ I look up at the open basement door, though I can’t see him.

      He appears, smiling down at me, scratching his head so his blond hair stands on end. He’s dressed in sweatshirt and creased jeans. ‘I got home around two this morning. The clanging just woke me.’

      I make my way up the stairs towards him, slipping off my coat. ‘Yeah, the pipes have frozen. I’ve called the local plumber, hopefully he’ll take a look,’ I say, what I’ve read about Clare and Zara swimming around in my head.

      As I reach the top step, Jack moves back so I can close the door behind me. He smiles and I want to ask if we can talk. If he wouldn’t mind if I shared what’s been happening – I desperately need to offload to someone. Obviously, I can’t share what I’ve just read in Grandad’s files, but⁠—

      ‘I hate to leave you in this mess,’ he says, and I feel my body sag. ‘But I’ve promised to meet up with Izzy again. And if I’m honest I’m no use here; my plumbing skills are next to none.’

      It’s my fault for being offish when he first arrived. But I can’t help wishing I could talk with him more, and I’m not sure if it’s because he’s a police officer, or because I like him. ‘That’s fine. Help won’t be long, I hope.’

      He heads for the door, puts on his jacket, a hat, and a scarf the same green and white stripes as Pamela’s – the colours of Brampton School.

      ‘Where did you get that?’ I sound far too blunt.

      ‘What? The scarf?’ He pauses for a moment, studying the thing, and I study it, too, feeling sure there’s a dark brown stain on it. ‘Christ, sorry, is it yours?’ He takes it off and holds it out towards me. ‘I found it in the wardrobe in the attic room. Sorry, it’s just so bloody cold here after Florida, and I didn’t come prepared.’

      ‘It’s not mine.’ I try to make sense of why a scarf from a school I never attended was in the attic room, why my grandfather would keep a Brampton School scarf in the house. ‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘Go for it. It suits you.’ I try for a smile.

      ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘I said it’s fine. No worries.’

      ‘Cheers.’ He wraps it back round his face and heads out of the front door. Slams it behind him. I head to the lounge window and watch through the slats in the blind as he jogs through the gate between the houses, and onto the path I took earlier and last night.

      It’s when he’s out of sight that the large iron gates open, and Craig’s van pulls into the cul-de-sac. He parks on his drive and gets out. Within moments, he’s entered his house, closing the door behind him.

      Has he got my message?

      Far too annoyed by the noise of the pipes, I head over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Hi,’ I say, as Craig opens his front door.

      ‘Daisy? Hey. What can I do for you?’ He runs a hand across the back of his neck, looks flustered.

      ‘Did you get my message?’

      ‘Sorry, no. I haven’t checked my phone in a while. Been stupidly busy. What’s up?’

      ‘It’s the pipes. They’re clanging and crashing like mad.’

      ‘Right. OK. Come in a minute.’ He looks at his watch as he beckons me in. ‘I need to be at a job by two but can spare an hour. I’ll grab my toolbox.’

      I step into the hallway, watching as he disappears through a door. The walls are painted pale grey, the floor tiled black and white, the stairs carpeted. There’s a photo of Craig and his dad standing by the van, taken a few years ago, and a black and white picture of his parents when they were young. A small suitcase stands in the hallway.

      ‘Ready.’ He’s back, carrying a toolbox.

      ‘Going away?’ I nod towards the suitcase. It’s not my business, but I can’t help myself.

      ‘Prague with a couple of mates for the weekend.’ He glances about him. ‘Just need to find my passport, I thought I’d put it in the kitchen but… Shall we?’ He gestures towards the door, and I open it.

      ‘What time is your flight?’ We’re walking across the cul-de-sac, and I’m aware I’m filling a silence.

      ‘6 o’clock tomorrow morning.’

      ‘Ouch.’

      The Volkswagen is still on the drive at Number 3, but there’s no sign of Jess and Ida. A man is taking photos of the outside of the house. Is Clare putting the place up for sale? I wonder whether to mention it to Craig, but he’s punching a message into his phone, giving off a vibe that he’s too busy to chat. Of course, that doesn’t stop me from jabbering into the quiet.

      ‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I really appreciate this, the noise of the pipes is sending me crazy.’ Along with a million other things.

      ‘Best to react quickly,’ he says, pulling a bunch of keys from his pocket. ‘You don’t want a burst pipe on your hands.’ He looks down at the keys. ‘Sorry. Autopilot. Jeremy gave me a key when I was working on the en suite and he was working at the Cottage Clinic. I forgot to return it.’

      He shoves them back in his pocket, and I step forward and open the door, not sure how I feel about him having a key. He could enter the house whenever he wanted to. When I’m sleeping. Oh God, do I really suspect Craig?

      He turns and smiles, a smile that crinkles at the corners of his eyes, a trustworthy smile that tells me I’m being ridiculous.

      Once inside, he shoves his phone into his pocket, heads down the hallway and opens the basement door, clearly knowing his way around. ‘Doesn’t sound too healthy,’ he says.

      ‘Cup of tea? Coffee?’

      ‘I’m good, thanks. But could you do me a favour?’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘Can you turn off the water supply?’

      I must look gormless – I have no idea where the valve is.

      ‘It’s OK, I’ll do it,’ he adds with a slight roll of his eyes. And I want to remind him I’m a podcaster not a plumber.

      I follow as he makes his way into the kitchen, where he bends down, sticks his arm under the sink and turns off the supply. ‘We need to open up all the cold water taps and drain the system,’ he says, turning on the kitchen tap.

      ‘Gotcha,’ I say, pleased I can do something to help.

      There are several sinks in the house and I make my way around them all, finally climbing the stairs to the one in the attic room.

      I’m reluctant to enter. This is Jack’s space for now. But having no choice, I push open the door and, trying not to observe my surroundings, make my way into the small en suite, taking in the pleasant smell of Jack’s aftershave. I turn on the tap.

      As I return through the bedroom, my eyes betray me, and I glance around, wondering about the Brampton School scarf Jack found up here. He’s made up the bed, and looks to have wiped down the surfaces. His case is perched on top of the chest of drawers, open. A photograph lies on the neatly packed clothes. I resist the temptation to look at it, but suspect it’s probably a picture of Jack and his ex. I leave the room, closing the door behind me. Proud of myself for not invading his privacy.

      I find Craig in the basement, a high-beamed torch lights the area, and he’s wrapping the pipes with the thick sheets I saw earlier. ‘The bulb’s gone,’ I say, stating the obvious.

      ‘Yeah, I noticed.’ He looks my way, narrowing his eyes. ‘Thankfully there’s no leaks. We just need to thaw the pipes slowly. No huge deal. Shouldn’t take too long. I’ll finish wrapping them and come back later to check on them, when I’ll hopefully get your water supply back on.’

      ‘Great. Super. Thanks so much.’

      Once he’s done, I see him to the door. ‘I appreciate you coming over. You’re my hero.’ I regret the words instantly. I’m bigging him up far too much.

      ‘Listen, I don’t suppose you fancy a drink later,’ he says. ‘Maybe something to eat?’

      ‘Sorry, what?’ OK so it’s a shock to be asked out by Craig Heller. The Craig Heller who everyone fancied back in the day, including me. I can’t help thinking he’s got an ulterior motive. They don’t call me paranoid for nothing.

      ‘A catch-up, that’s all.’ How to bring a girl down.

      ‘OK,’ I say after a few seconds, because, well, I want him to tell me everything he knows about Lester, Zara, the murders.

      ‘Great,’ he says, picking up his toolbox. ‘The Old Bell OK?’

      ‘Sounds good.’ I have no idea where the Old Bell is.

      ‘I’ll pop over to check the pipes, say, seven, and we can take a walk. It’s not far.’

      ‘Perfect,’ I say, feeling my cheeks pink as though I’m the young teen I once was.
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      Craig arrives dead on seven, and ten minutes later he’s turned the valve back on, and water gushes from the kitchen tap. He bobs up from under the sink, dark hair unruly, and turns it off. ‘All looking good,’ he says.

      ‘Yes.’ I’m staring.

      ‘Could you turn off the other taps in the house?’

      ‘Yep. Can do.’ I scoot from the kitchen, and dash around the house, turning off the taps, my last stop the attic room. I’m not sure if Jack’s arrived home, as I’ve been in my room for the last few hours, and he tends to keep out of my way, as he promised.

      In case he’s arrived back without me noticing, I knock on the door, and after a few moments, open it to the sound of gushing water. I race through the empty bedroom and into the en suite to turn off the tap.

      As I make my way back, I note the bedroom is how it was before. Jack hasn’t been back, and I find myself drawn to his open suitcase, to the photograph I saw earlier. My heartbeat quickens as my eyes flick from the open door to his suitcase. What would he think if he found me snooping? And I don’t even know why I’m considering it. I’m not proud of the fact. But still, I step towards the case.

      The photo is creased down the centre. But it’s not of Jack. It’s a picture of a man and woman – the woman kissing the man’s cheek, his arm draped round her shoulder. I’m about to turn it over⁠—

      ‘Daisy?’

      Jack stands in the doorway, a look of hurt on his face. I drop the photo back into the case.

      ‘What are you doing?’ he says.

      ‘The tap. I’m turning it off, that’s all.’ But he knows. Of course he does, he saw me.

      He heads over to the case. Picks up the photo.

      ‘Who are they?’ My mouth, as it always seems to do, is running away with me.

      He stares down at the photo for some time, and I see something in his eyes. Anger? Hurt? Sadness? I can’t be sure.

      ‘And that’s your business because?’

      ‘Sorry. It isn’t. It isn’t my business at all.’ My God, I’m so close to tears. This man has been through a horrible break-up after coping with God only knows what at work, and here I am, prying.

      He sits down on the bed, knees splayed, and stares at the photo. ‘It’s fine.’ After a long pause he looks up. ‘Bella was the love of my life. I found the photo in with her things.’ He stares at the woman in the picture. ‘I confronted her. She admitted she’d been cheating.’ He shakes his head as though trying to dislodge a painful memory. ‘On top of that I had to cope with a full-on case at work, suffice to say I’m doing great.’ He forces a laugh. ‘Bella said I was never there, which I guess was true.’ Tears fill his eyes. ‘I just wish she’d talked to me, you know.’ He rips the photo in two, lets the pieces fall to the floor. ‘I need to move on, but it’s not easy.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Jack. I invaded your privacy, which is unforgiveable.’

      ‘It’s OK. Living here with you and seeing Izzy has helped. But I feel I’ve outstayed my welcome, need to get going.’

      I sit down next to him, put an arm round his shoulders. ‘No, please, stay as long as you need.’

      ‘That’s kind, but⁠—’

      ‘I like having you here.’ I realise the words I’m saying are true. There’s something reassuring about Jack.

      ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      Approaching footfalls on the stairs startle me, and Jack rises and heads for the en suite. I don’t blame him. He won’t want to be seen in such an emotional state.

      ‘All done,’ Craig says, appearing as Jack closes the shower room door.

      ‘Great. Thanks.’ I jump to my feet, as though I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t. ‘Lead the way,’ I add, glancing back at the closed door, wondering if I should cry off my evening out with Craig, and make sure Jack’s OK.

      I follow Craig down the stairs. ‘Who was that?’ he asks, a hint of something in his tone.

      ‘The lodger,’ I say, for want of a better description. ‘He’s a friend of my grandad’s, over from the US. Police officer.’

      ‘Police officer?’

      ‘He’s going through some stuff.’

      As we reach the ground floor, Craig glances back up the stairs. ‘You like him?’ he asks.

      ‘Yeah, I suppose I do.’
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        * * *

      

      We arrive at the Old Bell at seven thirty, my heart beating too fast. It feels odd being out with Craig, mainly because I’ve placed him on a pedestal, and I’m the paranoid, purple-haired weirdo, looking up at him in adoration. I’m ashamed of myself.

      He holds open the door to the pub, and I step in. It’s a nice place, has a country feel, despite being in the centre of town, and it serves food, for which I’m grateful as my belly is making the most embarrassing gurgling noises. Craig gets himself a lager, and a glass of wine for me. We grab a table and a couple of menus.

      Once seated, Craig swallows a gulp of his drink, his blue eyes on me for a long moment, and I feel a stupid flutter in my stomach. OK, I’m out with Craig Heller, something I could never have imagined when I was younger, but I’m not that teenage girl any longer. So much has happened since then. Looks are nothing at all, if inside you’re not as beautiful, and I haven’t decided yet what’s inside Craig. If he’s even on my side. Yes, he was nice enough in my teens, but I barely knew him them, and I certainly don’t know him now.

      We study the menu. I choose cod and chips, and Craig nods and says it sounds good.

      ‘I’ll get this,’ I say, and fumbling my purse from my bag, I rise to order at the bar, leaving him attempting to protest.

      Back at the table, I can’t help but study him: his movie-star good looks, his wide shoulders, his hands, steady on his glass, fingers long, skin rough.

      He smiles. ‘You’re staring.’

      ‘Sorry.’ I lower my eyes for a moment. I’m giving far too much away. He must know I like him.

      ‘It’s fine,’ he says, raising his hand, and I notice again the scar across his palm, barely visible, but there.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘The scar on your hand.’

      He looks down, runs a finger across it. ‘Hazards of the job. Hacksaw attacked me.’ He half laughs, then clenches his fist, the scar hidden inside. ‘Years ago.’

      I gulp down the wine, sensing it splashing around in my empty stomach, and suddenly the silence is too much, and I find myself opening up to him. ‘I saw Lester with Mark James yesterday.’ I study his face for a reaction.

      He raises his eyebrows. ‘Mr James? My old teacher at Brampton?’

      ‘Mm, and he was at the old cinema a few days ago. He said he was drawn back there after hearing my podcast.’

      ‘Really?’ He moves his glass to his lips but doesn’t drink.

      ‘What was he like? As a teacher, I mean.’

      He shrugs, finally takes a sip of his lager. ‘I’m guessing you know why he left the school.’

      ‘Yeah, though I’m surprised you do. He told me only a few people were aware of it.’

      He shakes his head. ‘Well, he’s kidding himself. Adele made sure all the kids in our year knew. Mr James was about twenty-two at the time, lots of the girls in Year 11 and the sixth form had a thing for him, and I’m pretty sure he liked it. In my opinion, for what it’s worth, Adele only said what she said about him because he didn’t pay her any attention.’

      ‘So, you don’t think…?’

      He shakes his head, leans back in his chair. ‘Never thought he was a perv, if that’s what you’re asking. Too friendly with the girls at times, maybe. Treated the boys like mates.’

      ‘So, Adele ruined his life for nothing.’

      He shrugs. ‘Just my opinion. He was a fun teacher, a good-looking guy⁠—’

      ‘Looked a bit like you.’ I realise what I’ve said, feel my cheeks pink. ‘I didn’t mean…’

      He smiles. ‘Can’t see it myself.’

      ‘Were you in his art club?’ I say, changing the subject, before my cheeks redden further.

      ‘For a bit, yeah. But the numbers dwindled. I think it was only Zara and Lester, and maybe Neville in the group when the rumours were flying around about Mr James, then he got kicked out of school.’

      ‘After the murders?’

      ‘Around the same time.’

      ‘So, Lester and Mark were friendly?’

      ‘As I say, Mr James treated the boys like mates, but I wouldn’t say they were friendly. Don’t read too much into seeing them together; it could be they bumped into each other.’

      ‘I guess so.’ I take a long sip of my wine, certain there was more to them meeting up. ‘What was the group like?’

      ‘I only went to a couple of sessions. Art was never my thing. And it was getting a bit, I don’t know… odd, I guess.’

      ‘In what way?’

      Our meals arrive before he can answer. The biggest battered fish I’ve ever seen, and I’m not complaining. As I’m sprinkling salt on my chips as though I have no concern for my health, Craig leans forward.

      ‘The group was dark. Mr James encouraged us to paint our worst nightmare, and what revenge looked like to us, that kind of thing. He said he was getting us to express ourselves, exorcize our demons. It all felt weird, so I left.’

      ‘So he was acting like some sort of unqualified counsellor.’

      ‘I guess so, yeah.’ He picks up his fork, prongs a fat chip. ‘As I say, that left Lester and Zara, and maybe Neville, as far as I recall.’ He opens his mouth and stuffs in the chip.

      ‘I had a crush on you when I was young,’ I say – though why, I have no idea.

      He almost chokes on his food. ‘Really?’

      ‘I haven’t now, of course. I was a stupid teenager.’ And clearly a stupid adult.

      ‘Way to make me feel good.’

      I laugh. ‘I’m guessing you knew at the time.’

      He shakes his head. ‘I had no idea.’

      ‘Don’t lie. You must have. I used to stare at you with my mouth hanging open, possibly drooling.’

      He laughs once more, his blue eyes bright. ‘Honestly, I had no idea.’ His gaze fixes on me. ‘If I’d known⁠—’

      ‘You would have run a mile.’

      ‘Not at all. I always liked you, Daisy. You were different to the other girls. Still are.’ He puts down his knife, leans forward, and curls a straying hair behind my ear, and, in true Daisy fashion, I drop my cutlery, pull away, and pin myself to the back of my chair as though he’s just attacked me.

      ‘OK. I guess that means I’m about twelve years too late.’ He sighs. ‘Is there someone else? Your lodger?’

      ‘God, no!’ So, I could have kept my voice down a notch. But I can’t believe I’ve led myself into this conversation. I mean Craig is great and I fancy the socks off him, but I can’t cope with it right now, or any time, in fact. He’s igniting all sorts of feelings inside me. And he’s totally out of my league. What does he want from me? He must have an ulterior motive for curling my hair behind my ear like a scene right out of a romcom.

      I finish my meal in a rush. Empty my glass. I need to get out of here, before my heart takes over my rational thinking.

      ‘Another?’ he offers, raising an eyebrow.

      ‘I should go.’ I stand up. Drag my coat from the back of the chair. ‘Now.’

      He looks bewildered, and I’m not surprised. I’m acting like a fool.
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        * * *

      

      I hurry down the street, Craig doing his best to keep up with me. ‘Daisy, wait, what did I do wrong?’

      I slow my pace, allow him to catch up. ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ I say, and he laughs, and I laugh too. ‘Sorry, I guess I overreacted. I can’t work myself out at times, so I don’t expect you to.’

      We walk on for some time, and he slips his hand in mine, and I don’t pull away. ‘I like you Daisy, that’s all,’ he says.

      ‘I like you, too, it’s just…’

      He stops then, moves beneath a darkened shopfront, and I almost release his hand. But my attraction is too much, and I find myself joining him in the shadows. How much do you really know about this man?

      ‘Daisy,’ he says, stepping closer, reaching out, touching my cheek.

      My heart thumps, as I close the distance between us, barely recognising myself.

      The kiss is better than I could have imagined. His mouth warm, coaxing. My fingers grip his shoulder, and for a brief, wonderful moment there’s just him and me, alone. And then she’s back, the me who can’t cope with relationships, the me who doesn’t want this, even with Craig. My body stiffens, and I pull away.

      ‘You OK?’ he asks, sounding hurt.

      ‘I should go.’ I step from the shadows that wrapped around us for those brief abandoned moments. How is it possible to want something so much yet fear it at the same time? He grips my hand, his eyes meeting mine, something unreadable passing between us. I shake free and hurry down the road, lips tingling from his kiss, a question playing on my mind over and over: what could Craig Heller possibly see in me?
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        * * *

      

      Back at Maple Close, after an excruciatingly silent walk back, that I didn’t even attempt to fill when Craig caught me up, he keys in the code for the side gate and we walk through. He nods at Number 3. ‘Looks like we’ve got new neighbours,’ he says, as though our kiss never happened.

      ‘Uh-huh. I met them this morning. A woman and a little girl.’

      ‘Well, I hope they’ll be happier than Clare was. Happier than most of us in this cursed neighbourhood.’ He sounds defeated and doesn’t slow his pace as we reach a point in the cul-de-sac where we’ll go our separate ways. ‘Night, Daisy. Sleep well,’ he says, heading towards his house.

      ‘Enjoy Prague,’ I call after him, a slight crack in my voice. Am I already regretting pulling away from him?
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      The doorbell rings at eight. I’ve been up since five, after tossing and turning for most of the night, thinking about Craig, and feel pretty wrung out. Jack left around seven, said he was heading to London to see the sights. A huge fan of the UK’s royal family apparently. Loved Queen Elizabeth II and wished he’d got to meet her. He never mentioned the photo, or confiding in me about Bella.

      As I make my way along the hallway, the doorbell rings once more. I peep through the side window to see Craig stepping from foot to foot on the icy doorstep, the collar of his jacket up. Why isn’t he in Prague? I look down at my PJs, consider ignoring him, but he’ll know from the Land Rover on the drive, and the early hour, that I’m inside. I think back over our kiss. I’m not sure I can face him. The shrill bell startles me from my thoughts, and it’s clear he isn’t about to give up. I reluctantly open the door.

      ‘Daisy!’ he says with his perfect smile. He looks fresh, smells good. OK, so I’ve cleaned my teeth, but am probably lacking in the smelling good department. ‘Sorry to disturb you so early.’

      ‘It’s fine. I’ve just got up.’ Perfect excuse for still being in my PJs. ‘Shouldn’t you be in Prague?’

      ‘I’ve had to cry off,’ he says. ‘My passport’s gone missing. I’m gutted, to tell the truth.’

      ‘Ah. Never mind.’ I sound far too flippant.

      ‘It is what it is.’ He shrugs. ‘Can I come in?’

      No!

      ‘I’ve remembered something about Zara.’

      No!

      He tilts his head, looks adorably boyish.

      ‘OK. Sure.’ I make my way back into the house with weary footsteps, and he follows, closing the door behind him.

      I offer him a hot drink, but he declines, and sits down, elbows on the kitchen table, fingers entwined.

      I join him at the table, wanting to say something about the night before, but can’t find the right words. ‘So, what have you remembered about Zara?’ I say, instead. Not sure I even want to know any more.

      ‘I remember thinking at the time,’ he says, ‘that Zara had a bit of a thing for Mr James.’

      ‘You’re sure?’

      He winces. ‘OK, I can’t say for certain. Loads of girls liked him. But… I don’t know… she hung on his every word, used to stare at him as though she was lovesick.’

      ‘Was it reciprocated?’

      ‘Not that I noticed. As I said last night, I don’t think he was a perv.’

      ‘OK,’ I say. ‘How about this for another theory? Could he have had anything to do with Zara losing the plot and killing those girls?’

      ‘What? Like they were in it together?’

      ‘Uh-huh.’

      He widens his eyes, as though he’d never give that a thought. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘I mean you said yesterday the group was getting dark, painting weird stuff.’

      ‘Yeah, it turned out Adele had been threatening Mark for some time before she went to Mary Armstrong. Said she was going to tell the head he’d forced her to sleep with him. He must have been angry with her, long before she ruined his career.’

      ‘And Zara was impressionable.’ I shake my head. ‘I’m getting carried away, aren’t I?’

      ‘No, I think you could be on to something. Now I think about it, when Mr James joined the school, he was this happy, enthusiastic teacher, but Adele sucked it out of him.’

      His phone rings and he pulls it from his pocket, looks at the screen. ‘Work,’ he says, ending the call and shoving it back in his pocket. ‘What was I saying?’

      ‘Mark James was happy⁠—’

      ‘Yeah, but he looked rough in his last few weeks: creased shirts, bloodshot eyes, never smiled. And then he was gone.’

      ‘But if he was involved, why wouldn’t Zara say anything when she was arrested?’

      ‘She loved him?’ He shrugs, rises. ‘Anyway, I should get on. I’ve promised to drop in on a few potential clients to give quotes.’

      I rise too. ‘Why not chill for a couple of days? After all, you should be in Prague right now.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re right, but I’m a workaholic.’ He pauses for a moment. ‘I don’t suppose you fancy coming over to mine later? I’ll cook.’

      I’m lost for words. Does he know it’s Valentine’s Day? Of course he doesn’t. ‘You can cook?’ I smile, feign surprise.

      ‘I’ll have you know I do a mean beans on toast.’

      I laugh as I follow him to the front door. Call me crazy, but I’m drawn to this man, and can’t resist his offer. ‘Why not? Sounds good,’ I say, unsure whether to be happy or wary but I’m going to risk pushing through my barriers and see where it takes me.

      ‘Half six?’

      ‘Perfect, see you then.’
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        * * *

      

      Mid-morning I’m sitting on the sofa, legs curled under me, a notepad on my lap, attempting to jot down some ideas for episode 4 of my podcast. I’m still wondering whether to end things at episode 3, but feel the need to broadcast a final episode of ‘The Wise Monkey Murders’, to wind it all up as best I can.

      Heather will be disappointed as I’ve made little headway into why Zara took those girls’ lives – other than the bullying. And despite my chat with Craig about Mark, I have no real reason to think the then-young teacher was involved. And anyway, however intriguing the idea is, my podcast isn’t about who did it – that’s what got me into so much trouble with Justine.

      Oddly for me, I’m glad of the distraction when there’s a knock on the front door. I have an excuse to procrastinate.

      ‘Hey.’ It’s Jess, my new neighbour, wearing blue dungarees under a chunky-knit cardigan. Ida, beside her, holds her mum’s hand with the grip of a vice, looking up at me with those big eyes.

      ‘I wondered if you fancied coming round for a coffee,’ Jess asks.

      I’m not in the mood to leave the house, but, feeling unusually sociable, I invite her in.

      Jess smiles. ‘Well, if you’re sure. As you can see, I come with an add-on.’

      I laugh. ‘No problem. I love kids. Though I couldn’t eat a whole one.’

      Jess’ forehead furrows. Pretty sure she doesn’t get me.

      ‘I don’t want to come in if you’re going to eat me,’ Ida says, her face serious.

      ‘It’s OK,’ Jess says, stroking the little girl’s hair. ‘Daisy’s only joking.’

      ‘Yes, sorry, just my warped sense of humour.’

      ‘What does “warped” mean?’ Ida asks.

      ‘Bendy. Mishappen.’ I flap my hand. This is not going well. ‘Come in, I’ve got biscuits.’

      The family bundle into the house, and I guide them into the kitchen. Jess slips off her cardigan, while I make coffee and put custard creams on a plate – cheap ones, more biscuit than custard.

      ‘This is such a lovely house,’ Jess says, looking around her with wide eyes, as I bring over a tray with steaming mugs, an orange juice for Ida and the sad array of biscuits and put it on the table. We both sit, and Ida climbs onto the spare chair.

      ‘I like it.’ I pick up a custard cream, gesture for Jess to help herself; she doesn’t. ‘I may have said before, it belongs to my grandad. I’m just staying here while he’s in America.’ I look at Ida, wriggling on the seat, clearly bored, and pass her a notepad and pen. ‘Here, can you draw me something?’

      ‘A house?’

      ‘OK, yes, and a garden maybe?’

      ‘Sure.’

      I return my gaze to Jess, who links eyes with me. ‘I vaguely recall your grandfather,’ she says, lowering her head. ‘I once lived here in Maple Close. The house I’m staying in now.’

      My mind flits to Grandad’s notes in his office. Is this woman in front of me Rebecca’s sister? ‘You’re Clare’s daughter?’

      ‘That’s right.’ Her eyes shimmer. ‘My mum died recently.’

      ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘She’d been ill a long time. I’m here to sell the house. Mum rented it out sometimes, though she always said I could live here if I wanted to, but I couldn’t – too many awful memories. To be honest, I don’t like being here now, but it won’t be for long.’

      I have so many questions, but it’s a fragile subject, so I bite down hard on a custard cream, crumbs sprinkling across the table. After a moment of chewing and swallowing I try to plan my words carefully. ‘How was your mum after she left Maple Close?’

      ‘Are you asking about her mental health?’

      ‘I guess.’ I fear I’ve made things awkward, overstepped, but Jess smiles.

      ‘Good. Yeah. So much better in the last five or six years. She may have been physically ill for two of them, but mentally she was so much better, enjoyed her granddaughter, was on the right medication. It made such a difference. She never got over losing Rebecca, of course, but then neither did I. I believe my sister was…’ She glances at Ida, who’s absorbed in her drawing. ‘She got mixed up with Adele, wanted to be popular, hang with the in-crowd.’ A tear rolls down her cheek, and she wipes it away with the back of her hand. ‘What’s that they say about getting in with the wrong people?’

      ‘I’ve finished,’ Ida cuts in, turning her drawing round to face me. ‘It’s your house.’

      I take it from her, my eyes widening. ‘What are these?’ I say pointing to the swirls and whirls she’s drawn over a generic, childlike picture of a house.

      ‘Fire,’ she says. She looks at her mum. ‘It’s your house, see.’ She points at the picture. ‘And this is a big fire.’

      I look from Ida to her mum.

      ‘Sorry,’ Jess says. ‘She must have heard me talking on the phone to my dad.’

      ‘You were talking about me? About the⁠—’

      ‘Dad was just telling me what you went through. I’m so sorry. God, this is awkward.’

      I try not to react. ‘It isn’t a secret.’

      ‘It was the night Rebecca died, wasn’t it?’

      I nod. I don’t want to talk about the day my father died, and I’m relieved when Ida jumps from the chair and begins looking around the kitchen, opening doors. Taking things out, putting them back.

      ‘Ida, come and sit down,’ Jess says, sniffing and rummaging in her bag. She pulls out a tissue, dabs her eyes. ‘Ida!’

      ‘What’s this?’ the little girl asks, opening the door to the dumb waiter.

      ‘Well.’ I rise to my feet. ‘It’s a very small lift.’

      ‘Like an elevator?’

      I smile at the Americanism. ‘Yes, like an elevator. But not for people, it’s for sending smaller things down to the basement where my grandad’s office is. You put the things inside and press this.’ I point to the button on the panel next to the dumb waiter.

      ‘Oh, OK.’ The little girl returns to the table and her drawing, and I return to my coffee and custard cream.

      ‘Are any of the original residents still living here other than your grandad?’ Jess asks. ‘I mean from when my sister…’

      I nod. ‘Nobody’s moved away since it happened.’

      Her eyes widen. ‘That’s incredible, you’d think they would want to leave. It was the best thing my mum ever did. She was on a psychiatric ward for a short while – your grandfather advised it. I lived with my dad for a couple of years, before returning to Mum once she was well enough. Anyway, enough about me. What do you do, Daisy?’

      I cringe. Should I tell her about the podcast? She’s likely to find out anyway. ‘I’m a podcaster. Though not for much longer.’

      ‘Wow! That sounds interesting. What’s your podcast about?’

      I take a deep breath, my mouth drying as I whisper, ‘Killer minds.’

      ‘Killer minds?’ Her voice is also a whisper, as she glances at Ida.

      ‘The one I’m working on now is about Zara Landen.’

      She stares at me for some moments, and I can only imagine what she’s thinking. ‘The girl who…’ She glances again at Ida, who is still happily drawing – making the flames even bigger.

      I nod. ‘Her mother wants me to find out why she did what she did.’

      ‘I see.’ She pauses for a moment. ‘I would like to know the same thing,’ she says, surprising me. ‘I mean I’m aware of how my sister treated others. She wasn’t always kind to me. But it doesn’t make sense. There were plenty of victims of her bullying who didn’t do what Zara did. There must have been something more.’

      ‘You don’t know how relieved I am that you’re not angry.’

      ‘Angry? Why would I be?’

      ‘I guess because I’m bringing it all out in the open again.’

      ‘But that can only be a good thing, surely. I mean, if nothing else, Rebecca will be remembered once more. I can’t imagine anyone being angry, unless they’ve got something to hide. But please, can I ask one thing? Don’t make my sister the villain of this story.’
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          ZARA

        

      

    

    
      Zara was puzzled when they said Craig Heller wanted to see her. She hadn’t seen him for so long, why would he visit now? But when he’d appeared in front of her, she understood.

      The man she thought she’d loved all these years smiled as he entered her room. He was older, faint lines fanning his eyes – beautiful eyes that had drawn her in so long ago.

      He moved his hand across his stubbled chin as he spoke to her. Confident.

      But he wasn’t the man she’d idolised for so long. That man had been much younger. The man who was standing in front of her was far too old.

      Zara knows she’s aged, too, she doesn’t doubt that, but she still feels like the teenager who was arrested eleven years ago. She’s done nothing and said nothing to mature her thinking. She’s had no life in here, locked away from the world. Whereas she saw the change in him as soon as he sat down, knees spread. He smelt different too, as he leaned forward and kissed her cheek. The strangest thing of all was she’d felt nothing. No buzz. No fizz. The butterflies had died.

      He told her how he’d never stopped thinking about her. But it felt all wrong. She could tell he didn’t love her. Perhaps he never had. He’d never kissed her back then, despite her wishing he would. He’d used words to pull her in, building on her infatuation. Had she been a fool? Of course she had.

      And now he’s gone, and she can’t help thinking it’s time to tell the truth – confess – explain to anyone and everyone who will listen, exactly what happened the night Adele and Rebecca died.
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          DAISY

        

      

    

    
      I’m unloading two bags of shopping from the Land Rover, following a trip to the supermarket, my thoughts on Jess’ final words before she left. Don’t make my sister the villain of this story. I realise it’s a fine line I’m treading. Rebecca and Adele were brutally murdered, and the last thing I want to do is focus on their bullying, imply they deserved it. And yet I have to go there, to understand Zara’s mind.

      I’m about to head towards the front door when Pamela appears, cheeks red, eyes flaming as she hurries over. Oh God, she must have listened to my podcast.

      ‘I’ve remembered,’ she says as she reaches me. ‘I’ve remembered what you did.’

      ‘Sorry?’ I lower the bags onto the doorstep, confused.

      ‘You hit my daughter.’ Her arms are folded, her beauty distorted by fury.

      ‘That was a long time ago,’ I say, recalling the day I protected Zara from Adele’s bullying. ‘I was only nine or ten.’

      ‘Did you kill her?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Did you and Zara⁠—?’

      ‘Hang on a minute.’ My pulse is pumping, my body trembling. ‘For one, I was in a burning house at the time of the murders.’ I can’t believe I’m even talking about that night. The night my father died. ‘And two, I’m not a killer.’ I shudder as I say it, something fleeting entering my head, and disappearing before I can catch it.

      ‘That’s exactly what a killer would say.’

      I take a deep breath, trying for calm. ‘Listen, why not come in? We can talk.’

      She shakes her head. ‘No, no I don’t want to talk. I just remembered what you did to my Adele, and, well, I’ve said it now and⁠—’

      ‘I had nothing to do with your daughter’s death.’ I can’t believe I’m defending myself. Pamela clearly isn’t as well-balanced as I first thought.

      She drops her hands to her sides, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Of course you didn’t,’ she says, her voice cracking. ‘I’m sorry. I just keep it all inside, you know, but sometimes…’

      I leave the bags on the doorstep, and usher her inside, putting my arm around her shoulders and leading her into the lounge. She sits down, thrusts her head into her hands. ‘I miss her every day,’ she cries. ‘Sometimes, when I’m alone, I scream and scream. I know my girl was no angel, but life hadn’t been easy for her. Her father walked out, and I worked every hour setting up my clinic. I regret that, wish I’d spent more time with my daughter. Maybe if I had, she would still be here.’ She lets out a sob, and I hand her a tissue. ‘Sometimes, even now, I’ll go to the teen clothes section in shops and pick out an outfit for her. I got as far as the counter with a T-shirt once, before I remembered she was gone.’

      I swallow a lump in my throat. ‘I’m so sorry.’

      ‘You may think I’m hard, burying myself in my work⁠—’

      ‘We all deal with grief differently.’

      She rises. ‘I should go.’

      I follow her down the hallway. ‘Thanks for listening,’ she says as she opens the door, wiping tears from her cheeks. ‘And I’m sorry for accusing you.’

      ‘It’s OK. I understand.’ And I do. She was deflecting her pain on to me.

      ‘You know, sometimes that awful night, the night the police arrived on my doorstep with such horrific news plays on repeat, and there’s nothing I can do, no amount of running or work shuts it down.’ She walks away, returning to her house as Lester drives his Capri through the gates, Derek in the passenger seat. I pick up my bags and hurry inside, not wanting them to see me.

      I’ve barely put the shopping away when I receive a text:

      
        
          
            
              
        Will be back late. So much to see. Jack x
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        * * *

      

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me popping over.’ Nora stands on my doorstep just after two, clasping her black handbag. She’s done something with her hair – bunched up her frizzy curls into two pink scrunchies so they look like teddy bear ears.

      ‘There’s something you should know,’ she goes on, her voice full of concern. ‘Can I come in?’ She lunges forward and I spring back as she whooshes in, bringing the cold air with her.

      ‘I guess so.’ She doesn’t pick up on my sarcasm, as she hurries along the hallway.

      ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ she says as I follow her into the kitchen, where she sits herself down, clearly waiting to be offered a hot drink, but I haven’t the energy to put the kettle on. ‘It’s just I don’t want the neighbours eavesdropping outside.’

      ‘What’s this about?’ I fold my arms, remain standing. So tired of this.

      ‘Well, I meant to come over yesterday, but I had knitting group, followed by a silent disco in the town hall.’

      I’m getting agitated, a feeling of pressure in my temples. ‘Please get to the point, Nora.’

      She looks affronted. ‘Well, you don’t have to be like that.’ She wiggles her shoulders. ‘The thing is, I saw that woman again, hanging about on Friday evening, hovering outside the main gate.’

      My heart races. ‘Justine?’

      ‘Well, I don’t know about that, but I went over.’ She fiddles with her hair. ‘She seemed hostile, but I said to myself, I said, “Nora, you’ve got this. You need to be brave, make sure she’s not casing the joint.” I mean she was snooping around your house last time, wasn’t she? And I’m always on my guard. Well, you have to be, don’t you?’ She narrows her eyes, looks up at me. ‘We both know first-hand how cruel⁠—’

      ‘So, what happened? Did you speak to her?’ The anxiety in my voice is palpable.

      ‘I did. Yes. As I say, she was none too friendly, seemed angry, said she was looking for you. Asked if you lived at Number 4.’

      ‘And you told her?’

      ‘Well, yes. Though I’m wondering now if I should have.’

      I ball my fists, trying to keep calm, telling myself there’s no point in getting angry with Nora, the damage has been done.

      ‘I’m sorry. I said you were out. I saw you go off with Craig, you see.’ She narrows her eyes again. ‘You do know he’ll break your heart.’

      I barely take in her words, my thoughts once more on the fear that Justine’s found me. I need to get away from here. Run. ‘Did she say anything else?’ My heart thuds.

      ‘Well, she muttered something about your podcast, that I didn’t quite catch. Anyway…’ She gets to her feet. ‘I thought you’d want to know. And if you’re not going to offer me a cup of tea, I’ll be on my way.’

      When I don’t reply – if she could see inside my head she would know I’m barely capable of standing, let alone making tea – she huffs and makes her exit.

      After a moment, I follow her to the front door. Watch as she heads towards her house, not looking back, seemingly unaware of the impact her words have had on me.

      As I slam the door closed, not sure whether to cry or scream, my phone rings.

      I pull it from my pocket. It’s Monster. I ignore the call and cover my mouth to muffle a scream.
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      ‘Maybe this is a bad idea.’ I look at Craig’s side profile as he slows his van at a roundabout. ‘She carries a knife. She’s dangerous.’

      After Nora’s visit, I hadn’t known who to turn to, what with Jack in London and Grandad in the US. I was scared. Needed someone. Someone to spill everything to. Someone I hoped I could trust.

      I turned to Craig.

      When I told him everything, he grabbed his coat and keys, told me to jump into his van. ‘I’ll have it out with her,’ he said. And for a moment he’d felt like my hero, as I jumped in the van next to him and he’d sped away. But now the idea of him going up against such an unhinged woman feels totally ridiculous.

      ‘We need to confront her,’ he says now, when I suggest turning back. ‘Otherwise, you’ll always be looking over your shoulder.’

      I close my eyes and fiddle with the piece of paper in my hands with Lisa Pateman’s address on. I’ve had it since she contacted me to say her neighbour, Kenneth Webber, had a startling resemblance to the man in prison for murdering his mother. I still can’t believe Kenneth was the killer, or that Justine blames me for ruining their lives because of my debut podcast series. I shudder. The moment she tried to kill me in that alley has pushed to the surface, playing on repeat in my head.

      Craig pulls up to a roundabout. ‘Almost there,’ he says, but I’m fidgeting my fingers, beginning to wonder why he would bring me to my nemesis. ‘We’ll get this sorted. I promise.’

      ‘We need to turn back, she⁠—’

      ‘I’m going to try to reason with her, that’s all.’

      ‘Honestly, Craig, there’s no reasoning with her.’ I’m staring out of the front windscreen at the dull, grey day. ‘She would have killed me. Seriously. Let’s turn back. Please. I can’t face her. This is stupid.’

      ‘She’s making your life hell,’ he says, and I see what I hope is sincerity in his eyes. ‘She needs stopping.’

      It’s no good. He’s not going to listen. ‘Maybe I should call the police, just in case,’ I say.

      ‘Hold off, we’re here now.’ He pulls into Bridge Road, where Justine and Lisa are neighbours. Modern terraces line each side of the street, and we park outside number 67 – Lisa’s house. From outside it looks neat and tidy: slatted blinds at the window, a white PVC front door. I glance at the houses either side, wondering which one belongs to Justine, if she’s there somewhere behind the curtains. I feel sick. Craig really hasn’t grasped how evil the woman is.

      He flings open the car door and steps out, and I do the same. If he’s so determined to confront Justine, there’s no way I’m letting him do it alone.

      ‘I only want to talk to the woman,’ he says, as we stand on the pavement. ‘Try to make her see that her husband did a bad thing, and he’s now paying for it. That it’s not your fault.’

      I love that he wants to help, but he’s being so naïve.

      ‘Do you really think this woman who almost killed me will be up for talking?’ My anxiety comes through as stroppiness.

      He shrugs, but I see a sudden doubt in his eyes. He’s reacted without thinking this through. We both have.

      ‘I have no idea which house is Justine’s.’ My body’s trembling. Why the hell did I let Craig talk me into this?

      ‘We should talk to Lisa first.’

      ‘Right. OK. Let’s see if she’s in.’ We head up the path, and I ring the bell.

      I’ve never met Lisa, though I saw her a few times at Kenneth Webber’s trial. A small woman in her thirties with a blonde bob and slim frame, and a keen interest in true crime.

      She opens the door, wearing wide-leg jeans and a loose-fitting top. ‘Can I help you?’ she asks, staring from Craig to me.

      ‘I’m Daisy Cole⁠—’

      ‘Oh, God, sorry,’ she says, waving her hand. ‘Of course you are. I should have recognised you.’

      ‘And this is my friend, Craig Heller. I wanted to talk to you about Justine.’

      ‘Ah, yes. You better come in.’ She steps back to let us enter, then beckons us into a square kitchen, with fitted black cupboards and grey marble worktops. Patio doors lead to a small garden, which I imagine looks far better in the summer. A golden Labrador ambles over, and I ruffle its head.

      ‘Don’t mind Alfie,’ Lisa says. ‘He’s a good boy.’ The dog turns, takes a few steps, then sprawls on the kitchen floor. ‘Can I get you anything?’

      ‘No, we’re fine,’ I say.

      We sit down, Craig and I on a two-seater sofa near the patio doors, Lisa perched on the edge of a chair.

      I take a breath. ‘I just wondered⁠—’

      ‘How it happened?’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘I’m sure you must be relieved she’s popped her clogs, as my gran used to say, after what she did to you.’ She smiles, tilts her head. ‘A drug overdose. That was the verdict.’

      ‘Justine’s dead?’ Craig says, leaning forward, his knee jiggling.

      ‘You didn’t know? I thought that was why you were here.’

      I shake my head, look at Craig then back to Lisa.

      ‘She died at the end of January,’ the woman goes on.

      My head spins. Then how could she have spoken to Nora? ‘Was there anything suspicious about her death?’

      ‘God, no. She was always shooting up. She took it too far, that’s all. I can’t say I’m upset by her death. She never knew I sent you the photo of Kenneth, but I’ve lived in fear she would somehow find out. She could be very intimidating.’

      Craig takes my hand as a surge of relief rushes through me. Justine’s dead. Justine can’t hurt me. And then my stomach twists, and an overwhelming need to leave washes over me. I pull my hand from Craig’s grip. If Justine’s dead, and has been dead since the end of January, who was hanging about Maple Close, Grandad’s house, looking for me? Who sent the crow ornament? Who targeted me on social media? Whoever it is, did they know about Justine? Were they pretending to be her – but if so, why? It doesn’t make any sense.

      I rise. ‘I feel a bit sick,’ I say.

      Lisa rises too. ‘I’m not surprised. This must have come as a complete shock.’

      I cover my mouth.

      ‘The bathroom is at the top of the stairs,’ Lisa says, looking worried.

      ‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘I just need air.’ I look at Craig, and he gets to his feet. ‘Thank you,’ I say to Lisa, then hurry towards the front door.
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      I decline Craig’s offer to still come over for dinner, and seeming to accept I need to be alone with my thoughts, he kisses my cheek and heads into his house. I make my way to Number 4. Once inside, I lock the front door behind me and check the back door is locked too. I can hear Jess in the garden next door calling Ida’s name.

      I should be relieved Justine is dead, and I guess I am, in some ways. But it means everything that’s happened since I started my podcast is connected to The Wise Monkey Murders. That someone is trying to scare me away. Trying to stop me looking into Adele’s and Rebecca’s deaths. Victoria’s assault. But why, if the killer is locked away?

      I think of the ornamental crow in the drawer, a tingle passing across the back of my neck, as though someone is looking right at me. Who could Nora have seen hanging about? Who sent the crow? The messages on social media?

      I think about Justine’s overdose. The way Mark James was at the cinema, and again with Lester in the garden centre. Of how Lester was so riled up he threw paint over me. What had he thrown in the river?

      I think of Zara, locked away, silent, her mother and father searching for answers. My head spins; I feel dizzy with it all. Sick to my stomach.

      Something drives me down the basement stairs and into Grandad’s office once more. I’ve seen Clare’s file and Zara’s, but I know nothing of Neville Collins apart from what Nora and Heather told me. I only barely recall him as a child.

      I open the drawer in the cabinet marked ‘C’ and shuffle through the files until I find Neville’s folder. It’s thick. Grandad’s spiky writing on the front.

      I take it to the velvet sofa and sit down. There are pages and pages of handwritten notes dating back years, though obviously nothing after 2015. I start at the beginning:

      
        
        Neville’s parents, Bill and Rosemary Clifton, were killed in a car crash in Newcastle. Neville was in the car, trapped for many hours. It isn’t certain how long it was before his parents died, but, by their injuries, it’s unlikely they lived long – if at all – after the crash.

        Nora and Adrian Collins adopted the six-year-old boy but have understandable concerns. My first instinct is that the lad is showing signs of severe post-traumatic stress disorder. The boy is suffering with night terrors and appears in a state of high anxiety. There are also signs of withdrawal. He rarely speaks, and despite Nora and Adrian’s obvious affection for the child, he is unresponsive a good deal of the time.

        Nora and Adrian have rightly wondered if there might be more to the boy’s condition. They have discovered that Bill Clifton, the boy’s biological father, who was driving the car that killed him and his wife, was drunk at the wheel, and that a social worker had been assigned to the family for the past two years after concerns around the father.

      

      

      There’s a sudden noise above me. Is Jack home? I shuffle the papers back into the folder. It’s as I shove the file back into the cabinet, that I see it. A file with my name on:

      
        
        Daisy Cole.

      

      

      Suddenly, I don’t care if Jack catches me down here. Why has my grandfather got a file about me? I’ve never attended any of his sessions – but it’s clear he’s made notes about me. I pull out the folder. It’s thin compared to Neville’s, only three or four sheets of A4 paper that flutter to the floor. I crouch, scramble to pick them up, then kneel and begin to read:

      
        
        Daisy seems happy to be at Maple Close with her gran and me, and we are glad she’s with us. After the terrible loss of our son, it’s good to have her here. We need her as much as she needs us.

        I’m making these notes as I’m worried about our granddaughter and need to keep some sort of record. She is clearly traumatised after the fire, and her scars are both physical and mental – which is inevitable. She has little memory of that night but is aware the fire took her father’s life.

        Daisy needs monitoring; this tragedy could have a long-term effect. And what we’ve since found out about her mother and the way she treated Daisy will need careful managing. Daisy has withdrawn into herself. She doesn’t seem fully aware of everything that happened.

        I chatted with Daisy today and she tells me how her mother keeps calling her mobile phone – she told me she knows it’s her because she’s changed the contact details to ‘Monster’, and that ‘Monster’ flashes on the screen whenever she calls.

        Daisy is intelligent. She tends to keep people at a distance and hates silences – sometimes filling them with nonsense. She’s thinking about going to university, and I’ve told her that her gran and I will support her if that’s what she wants. But for now, I feel she needs to stay with us and let her gran work her magic. It doesn’t help that the gated community is in mourning for the two murdered girls, but Daisy must be my main priority.

      

      

      I drop the file onto my lap, trembling. It’s true I have little memory of that night, but I’m shocked my grandad decided to keep a file about me. I need to talk to him. Ask if he was really worried about my mental health.

      A sudden rumbling, creaking sound fills the room, getting louder. I shoot to my feet. It’s coming from behind the wall. Metal scraping against metal. My neck tingles, as though a spider is dancing across tiny, raised hairs. The noise gets louder still. I move towards the noise, registering what it is.

      The dumb waiter slowly creaks downward, the sound eerie in the silence. I remember locking the front and back doors, I’m sure I did. Who could be in the house using the antiquated thing? I go to step backwards, but as though my blood’s turned to ice, I can’t move.

      I try to get my thoughts in line. Jack must be upstairs and knows I’m down here. Maybe he’s sending me down a mug of coffee or something. We’ll laugh about my fear later.

      There’s a thud as the dumb waiter stops, and the sudden sound of a child’s laughter, creepy, echoing behind the door. I step backwards, heart racing.

      What the hell?

      There’s movement. A knock. ‘Help me!’

      I’m trembling, trying to shake away thoughts of every horror film I’ve seen and put on my sensible head, but it isn’t easy. A child is behind the door.

      ‘Help me, I’m stuck.’

      Blood thawed, I step forward, take a deep breath and throw open the door to see little Ida sitting inside.

      ‘Oh my God,’ I cry, helping her out, wondering how she got in there. ‘You gave me such a fright. Does your mummy know you’re here?’

      She shakes her head. ‘I found a bird.’

      ‘Bird?’

      ‘Mm.’ She points inside the dumb waiter. At first, I fear a dead bird that a cat might have got but see nothing but the thick ropes shuddering. And then I spot it in the corner. A second ornamental crow. It’s wings across its mouth: speak no evil.

      I reach in and pick it up. It looks so harmless. Jack’s right, cute even. But it’s not about what it looks like, it’s what it represents, and my pulse begins dancing to a dark tune.

      ‘It was by the back door,’ Ida says. ‘I crawled through the hedge and saw it there.’

      I turn the crow over in my hands. ‘How did you get in the house?’

      ‘The back door was open.’ Her eyes are wide as she looks up at me.

      How can that be? I know I locked it. ‘So, you came in?’

      She nods. ‘To give you the bird.’

      ‘And climbed in the dumb waiter?’

      Another nod. ‘When I couldn’t find you, I was going to hide from Mummy in one of the cupboards, but they were all full of tins and saucepans and stuff, so I climbed on a chair and got in the fun waiter.’

      ‘Dumb.’ I take a deep breath.

      ‘Yes, so I closed the doors and then it started to move. It was exciting and then I was scared.’

      But someone would have had to press the button. My stomach churns. ‘I need to get you home, Ida. Your mummy will be worried.’

      ‘OK. Can I go back up in that?’ She points to the gaping hole in the wall.

      ‘No.’ I take hold of her hand, and she snatches it away, and in a stroppy tone says, ‘I want to go up in that.’

      There’s no way I’m putting a child back inside that thing. ‘I have cake in the kitchen,’ I say.

      ‘OK.’

      She follows me up the stairs, singing ‘Sing a Song of Sixpence’. I like kids, normally. But I’m not going to lie, little Ida gives me the chills.

      The kitchen door stands wide open. The sun has gone down, and I shiver as I close it on the darkness. Lock it. Had Ida really found it open? It doesn’t make any sense.

      I find a box of fairy cakes, hand the little girl one. Seeming happy, she takes it from me, and bites into it, crumbs sprinkling to the floor.

      ‘OK, let’s get you home.’ I take her free hand and, as she munches, lead her into the hallway, where she stops and looks up the staircase. She shakes her hand free from mine.

      ‘What’s up there?’ she says.

      ‘Bedrooms, and the attic room.’

      ‘Does the fun waiter go up there?’

      ‘No. It just goes down.’

      She turns, meets my gaze. ‘We’ve got an attic. It’s behind a door and up a ladder. Mummy says I mustn’t go up there because it’s dangerous.’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘But I heard a noise up there when I was in my bedroom.’ She takes hold of my hand once more. It’s sticky with cake. ‘Mummy says it’s bats or rats or something. She’s going to check it out before we leave.’

      ‘Oh, I see,’ I say, leading her to the front door. ‘It’s not a person then?’ Not something I should be saying to a child.

      ‘I don’t think so.’ She tilts her head. ‘I might have a look.’

      ‘You really shouldn’t, not if Mummy says it’s dangerous.’

      ‘Mummy gets worried all the time. Especially when I see dead people.’

      ‘OK, let’s go.’ This child is now quoting lines from The Sixth Sense. She’s beyond creepy and totally freaking me out. I guide her through the front door and close it behind us. I need to get her home.
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      Jess answers the door of Number 3 on my second ring, her cheeks flushed, her breathing ragged.

      ‘God, Ida, where have you been? I was worried sick, about to call the police.’ She looks at me with frightened brown eyes. ‘I’ve been searching for her all over the house and garden. Where did you find her?’

      ‘She was in my house. In the dumb waiter⁠—’

      ‘I’m OK, Mummy,’ the little girl says, pushing past her, disappearing into the house.

      ‘The dumb waiter?’ Jess shakes her head, clearly bewildered. ‘I’m so sorry. That girl will be the death of me.’

      ‘Mummy, I need a drink.’

      Jess glances back at her daughter, now in the kitchen at the end of the hallway. ‘Come in,’ she says, leaving me on the doorstep, and dashing towards her daughter.

      I step in and close the door behind me, though I don’t want to be here – my anxiety level is far too high to make small talk. I’m already planning my excuses to leave.

      By the time I reach the kitchen, Ida has gone. ‘Do you know how she got in your house? In the dumb waiter?’ Jess says, grabbing the kettle and filling it. I don’t want a drink.

      I shrug. ‘No idea. The back door was open. Though I’m sure I locked it.’ I wonder for a moment if Nora came over, deciding she didn’t trust me to feed the fish, or if Jack is home already and left it open. But that doesn’t explain how the dumb waiter was started.

      Jess’ kitchen is full of boxes, and she catches me looking.

      ‘The place was a furnished rental,’ she says. ‘But I’ve decided to empty it while I’ve got a couple of weeks off work. I’ll leave the fridge and cooker, the washing machine, but everything else, apart from a few bits and pieces, can go.’ She plonks a coffee in front of me. ‘Sugar?’

      ‘No thanks.’ I don’t want a drink.

      ‘I’m sorry again about Ida.’

      ‘It’s fine. No harm done.’ I pause for a moment. ‘One thing she did say was that she sees dead people.’

      Jess covers her mouth, her neck reddening. ‘This is one of her things lately, since Mum died,’ she says, dropping her hand. ‘She doesn’t mean ghosts.’

      ‘Oh, well, that’s good.’ I give a fake little laugh, pick up my mug and put it down again.

      ‘I made the mistake of telling Ida that her gran had gone to sleep and wouldn’t wake up, and that means she’s dead. It’s so hard to know how to tell a child, and it probably wasn’t the best way. My only excuse is I was a mess, grieving, you know.’

      ‘I understand.’

      ‘So now, anyone Ida sees who is asleep, she thinks they’re dead. A homeless guy the other week got the whole “Are you dead?” speech.’ She smiles, but her eyes are tired.

      ‘Is her dad about?’

      ‘No.’ She pauses for a moment. ‘Truth is, I’ve no idea who he is.’ She shrugs. ‘Ida was conceived when I was a teenage rebel, coming to terms with my sister’s murder. She turned out to be my saviour. With a little girl to love and care for I knew I had to clean up my act.’ She sips her drink, her eyes on me. ‘There’s something I wanted to mention, that’s been playing on my mind since I got back here. About the murders.’

      ‘OK,’ I say.

      ‘I don’t know how much you know about my mother. But when my sister died Mum became unstable. She was popping pills, drank, did some stupid things.’ Her voice is a whisper, her eyes constantly glancing at the kitchen door, clearly not wanting Ida to hear. ‘The thing is, she saw Zara leave Neville’s house that evening.’

      ‘With Neville?’

      Jess shakes her head. ‘Mum watched from our window as Zara left through the pedestrian gate and met up with someone.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Mum couldn’t see who it was. She told the police at the time, but they never found a connection. Perhaps if she’d seen who it was⁠—’

      ‘Mummy.’ It’s Ida skipping across the kitchen. ‘Can I have a snack?’

      ‘I’d better go,’ I say, leaving Jess to search for a snack for her little girl, replaying my talk with Craig. Could the second person have been Mark James?
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        * * *

      

      I try to take in everything that happened – the back door being open, the second ornamental crow, the fact the dumb waiter with Ida inside was activated. Jack isn’t home yet, so it couldn’t have been him.

      But jabbing my mind too are the notes Grandad made about me. I reach for the night my father died. There have been fractured flashes of memory over the years. The acrid smell of smoke; the flames as though the sun had fallen to earth; the realisation my dad was trapped in his bedroom; and my mother, index finger placed against her lips, telling me, ‘This will be our little secret.’ A fireman saved me, but I was left scarred, inside and out. What had Grandad meant when he said I didn’t seem fully aware of everything that happened? I know what happened. My mother killed my father.

      I try calling Grandad. I don’t care if he’s angry that I’ve been in his office. I need to know the truth. After several tries, when he doesn’t pick up, I call Maureen.

      ‘Hey, Daisy,’ she says – she must have me in her address book, so my name appears on her screen. ‘How are things?’

      ‘Is Grandad about? I need to talk to him.’

      ‘He’s not here right now. Probably driving. Can I get him to call you?’

      ‘Please. That would be great.’

      ‘Is everything OK, honey?’

      ‘Yes. All good.’

      ‘Jack still with you?’

      ‘He is, yeah. Though not right now.’

      ‘I haven’t heard from him but wanted to talk to him about Bella. She’s in pieces.’

      ‘OK, well, I’ll ask him to call you.’ Though perhaps Jack’s ex has only got herself to blame for cheating on him, I manage not to say, despite the words being desperate to get out.
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        * * *

      

      Jack arrives home around eight, and I poke my head out of the kitchen door where I’m stir-frying a late dinner. ‘Hey, did you have a good time in that there London?’

      He smiles, as he hangs up his coat. ‘Good, yeah. Saw the sights. Just got back.’ So, he couldn’t have left the door open when Ida got in.

      ‘Take any photos?’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll show you later.’ He unravels the scarf from around his face and pulls off his beanie. ‘I’m so not used to all these layers. It was sweatshirt and jeans weather when I left Florida.’ He shoves the scarf and hat on the rack above the coats and heads towards me. ‘Something smells good.’

      ‘It’s only stir-fry, but there’s enough for two if you fancy some.’

      ‘Sounds great.’ He follows me into the kitchen, and I return to the cooker to give the wok a stir.

      ‘I spoke to your mum earlier,’ I say.

      ‘Really? What did she have to say for herself?’

      ‘She wants you to give her a call. Says Bella’s a mess, misses you.’

      He lowers his head. ‘Yeah, well she should have thought of that⁠—’

      My phone lets out a shrill ring from where it’s lying on the worktop, breaking into Jack’s words. I look at the screen. ‘Sorry, it’s my grandad. I need to get this. Can you watch the pan?’

      ‘Sure,’ he says.

      ‘Hey, Grandad,’ I say, pinning the phone to my ear and leaving the kitchen. I make my way into the lounge and close the door behind me. Despite my anguish about what my grandfather wrote in his files, I miss his face. ‘No FaceTime?’

      ‘Maureen said you’d called so I didn’t give it a thought, just picked up my phone. Is everything OK?’

      How the hell do I question him about what he wrote in his file? About the school scarf Jack found in the attic room?

      ‘I need to discuss something with you.’

      ‘Oh. OK.’

      ‘It’s about my dad. The night he died.’

      ‘Uh-huh.’

      ‘It’s just… well, I was told Mum set the fire, trapping Dad and me upstairs.’

      ‘Yes, that’s what happened,’ he says, his voice hesitant. ‘She locked your father in the bedroom, set fire to the landing curtains. You came out of the bedroom… saw her⁠—’

      ‘All I remember is her telling me it was our little secret.’ My voice breaks, and tears burn behind my eyes.

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘She placed her finger against her lips, told me to shh, before running from the building, leaving me there, leaving Dad to die. That’s what happened, isn’t it?’

      There’s a long pause. ‘We went through this so many times, many years ago, to the point we stopped telling you, because you weren’t healing.’

      ‘I don’t understand. What happened? What did you stop telling me?’

      He’s silent for a long moment. ‘Your mother is dead, Daisy.’

      ‘No, no… She calls me.’

      ‘She fell into the flames that day,’ he goes on. ‘For some reason you never accepted her death.’

      ‘But…’ Memories come fast and furious, battering my senses: smoke billowing, the strong smell of burning, the flames tearing up the landing curtains. Mother had her back to me. Was locking her and Dad’s bedroom door from the outside, taking the key, and pocketing it.

      ‘Mum,’ I’d cried, and she turned quickly.

      ‘He’s in there, Daisy,’ she said, and then laughed. ‘I won’t let him leave me.’

      Back in the moment, Grandad is calling my name down the phone, but I’m so deep in the memory I can’t escape.

      ‘You and your father are so close,’ Mum had said. ‘You leave me out of your happiness.’

      ‘That’s not true! Oh God, let him out!’

      She pressed a finger against her lips, ‘Shh.’

      And then I see her. Flames licking her clothes, her hair. Sinking to the floor.

      I let out a gasp that brings me back to the moment, the memory my mother died that night hitting me with force.

      ‘Daisy, please, are you there?’

      ‘I’m here, Grandad.’ Tears run down my face as I sob, unable to comprehend what I’ve recalled.

      ‘We tried lots of times to tell you she died that day, but the memory you’d created was unshakeable. You believed your mother survived.’

      ‘Am I crazy?’ I whisper. ‘As mad as a box of frogs?’

      ‘Of course not. The mind is a strange place, you know that. It has the ability, on occasions, to protect us.’

      ‘Protect? But wouldn’t I have been better off knowing she was out of my life for good? Gone?’

      ‘Perhaps. It depends.’

      ‘I should go,’ I say, no longer interested in asking how the scarf ended up in the attic room.

      ‘I’m coming home,’ he says.

      ‘No, stay. I’m OK.’

      ‘I’ll be with you by tomorrow evening. No arguing.’

      Truth is, I need him, and however much I don’t want to ruin his break, I whisper, ‘Thank you.’
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        * * *

      

      My head is so full, a tangled web of everything that’s happened. I can’t think straight and break down into another river of tears.

      My mother is dead. The monster has gone. I should be relieved.

      ‘I’m going to bed,’ I say, poking my head round the kitchen door to see Jack stirring the mushrooms and beansprouts. ‘Eat as much as you want.’

      He looks over his shoulder, spatula suspended in mid-air. ‘Is everything OK?’

      ‘Not really,’ I say, wiping a tear from my cheek. ‘But my grandad is coming back.’

      He’ll make everything right.
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      I toss and turn in bed, barely sleeping, and when I finally doze, I dream of robed figures with white masks pushing my mother down a flaming staircase.

      I get up around half five, shower and head into the kitchen, where Jack is munching on toast and drinking coffee, looking brighter than I feel. I’m surprised he’s up so early.

      ‘How are you?’ he says, rising, his chair scraping across the tiles as he pushes it back. ‘Can I get you anything?’

      ‘Coffee would be great, thanks.’ I sit down as he heads for the kettle, a triangle of toast in hand. ‘I’m not going to lie,’ I say, ‘I’m struggling.’

      He turns from filling the kettle, his gaze meeting mine. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

      I shake my head. How can he help? The mother who I thought had been calling me at moments of crisis for the past eleven years died long ago. Had the calls been from someone else or had I imagined them? But I know the truth. The timing of the calls when I was at my most vulnerable. The way whenever I changed my number, the calls would follow. Why did I never question it? It’s as though I felt I deserved her punishment, her continual presence in my head. I take a deep breath. I’ve been suffering from hallucinations for years.

      Jack stands with his back to the counter as the kettle boils. ‘I’m here to listen if you need me,’ he says. ‘No pressure.’

      He has a way of making me calmer. He turns, his blue eyes seeming to see into my soul.

      ‘I had some shocking news last night,’ I say. ‘I think I may have had undiagnosed post-traumatic stress for years, which would explain a lot about who I am today.’

      He brings over the drinks, puts the mugs on the table, and sits down. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ He takes hold of both my hands, stares deep into my eyes and after a moment I’m aware he’s moving closer, his lips almost touching mine.

      ‘No!’ I move away. ‘Sorry… it’s just⁠—’

      ‘No, I’m sorry,’ he says, dropping my hands and leaning back. ‘I’m out of line⁠—’

      ‘You’re rebounding, Jack. You’ve just broken up with Bella, looking for comfort…’

      He looks down at his hands. ‘You’re right. I’m an idiot.’

      ‘Not an idiot. You’re a friend, and I’m grateful for that.’

      He rises. ‘I’ve booked a train ticket to Brighton, but I can stay here if you need me.’

      Despite our near kiss, I don’t feel awkward. I like him, and I’d love to ask him to stay at home, but it wouldn’t be fair. He’s trying to sort out his own life – his job, Bella – he doesn’t need me to pile my crap on top. ‘I’ll be fine,’ I say. ‘But thanks.’

      ‘You’ve got my number,’ he adds. ‘Call me if you need me, yeah? I can be back in a couple of hours.’

      ‘Thanks, I appreciate that.’

      We sip our drinks for some time, and as the silence bites, I relieve it by asking, ‘Have you called your mum yet?’

      ‘Christ! I completely forgot.’ He pulls his phone from his pocket, taps the screen. ‘Thanks,’ he says, with a smile, heading from the room. ‘Mum,’ he says. ‘Sorry I haven’t called before…’

      Jack’s upbeat chatty tone becomes fainter, and I rest my head in my hands, trying not to dissolve into tears once more.
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s left for Brighton when someone rings the doorbell several times in succession.

      It’s Heather, pink cheeked, eyes watery. ‘Is everything OK?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes, yes. Oh God, can I come in?’

      I gesture for her to enter, and as she hurries down the hallway she says, ‘She’s spoken. Zara has spoken.’

      I cover my mouth with my hand for a moment, feeling all kinds of emotions. ‘That’s good news, isn’t it?’ Something positive at last.

      ‘Well, yes… yes, it is.’ We head into the kitchen. She refuses a drink when I offer.

      ‘Has she spoken about that night?’

      ‘No. That’s partly why I’m here.’ She pauses for a moment, takes a breath, pulls off her woolly hat, and pats down her hair. ‘They called first thing to say that so far, she’s only said a few words.’ She bites down on her lower lip. ‘The thing is, they say she wants to see you. To tell you what she remembers from that night.’

      ‘Me?’ I take a few steps back, my eyes widening. ‘Why me?’

      Heather shrugs, starts pacing. ‘I guess she thinks you are trying to help her. Will you come? Talk to her?’

      This, on top of everything else, feels like too much. But how can I abandon Zara now, when she’s found the courage – or whatever it’s taken for her to speak out? ‘Of course,’ I say, the tension across my neck vice-like.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Is this the right way?’ I ask. Heather seems to have taken a detour along country roads.

      She nods. ‘I found this back route a while ago. I’m not a lover of busy roads, though I know they’re much quicker.’ She leans forward, turns up her CD player. Something classical I recognise. ‘I find Beethoven so relaxing, don’t you?’

      No.

      I realise I know little about Heather, other than she collected wise monkey ornaments for years, was, and still probably is, an overprotective mother of a convicted killer. As she swings her car round bends in the narrow road, the pale sky disappearing as wooded areas dominate, trees meeting overhead, I feel odd, as though something is off.

      ‘You are on my side, aren’t you?’ she says, as the car slows, barely reaching the speed limit. ‘I can trust you, can’t I?’ She turns her gaze so that it’s fixed on me.

      ‘Of course,’ I say, pulling away from her stare, to see a sharp bend in the road up ahead. ‘Heather!’

      She looks forward and swings the car round the bend. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m not quite with it today.’

      ‘I can see that. And in answer to your question: yes, you can trust me.’

      She bites down hard on her lip, and I wonder for a brief moment if I should be concerned that we’ve come a different way.

      Finally, we come out of a country road and on to a bypass I recognise. The secure unit isn’t far now. I take several deep breaths. I need to get my paranoia in check.
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      ‘You wanted to see me?’ I say, as though I’m an employee facing my boss.

      Zara sits in a square room with pale walls, grey blinds at square windows, several chairs and a sofa. Heather hurries over and joins her daughter on the sofa, staring into her face, before pushing back a straying, dark hair from Zara’s eyes.

      ‘Daisy,’ Zara says, her voice gruff, frail vocal muscles weakened over the years. ‘Thank you for coming.’

      I choose a chair opposite the desperate twosome and try for a smile. ‘It’s good to hear your voice,’ I say. ‘How are you?’

      She shakes her head. ‘I don’t know, exactly. But what I do know is…’ She presses a hand against her throat. ‘That I’m ready to talk. And I want you to share what I say on your podcast.’

      I’m not sure how I feel either. I want the podcast to be over, not rejuvenated by what Zara has to say. Any curiosity I might have felt a week ago has been replaced by fear and anxiety. But then there’s desperation in Heather’s eyes, and I know I must carry on.

      ‘OK, well, I’m ready to listen.’ I take out three pens and a pad.

      Zara looks at her mum and back at me. ‘Let me begin by telling you what you already know. Adele, Rebecca and Victoria were bullies. I want to make that very clear. And I know I will continue to be judged for what I did to them, but you need to know, everyone needs to know, I was provoked. It was torture being me back then.’

      ‘I know.’ I move forward and place a hand briefly on her knee. ‘I witnessed some of it.’

      ‘Yes. I remember.’ A fleeting smile crosses her lips, and I wonder if she’s recalling how I hit Adele for being cruel to her.

      ‘I didn’t kill them,’ she says, turning to her mum, and I lean back in my chair, my mouth falling open. ‘I didn’t kill those girls.’

      Heather’s chin crinkles, and she presses a hand on her daughter’s arm. ‘I know, darling. I’ve always known.’

      But I can’t see how Zara’s going to convince me. I have so many questions flashing through my mind. So many things I want to say, but I keep them inside, for now at least, and say, ‘Talk me through that night.’

      She nods. After a long pause she begins, ‘We arrived, as we’d been planning to, wearing those ridiculous robes and masks. The three of us.’

      Three?

      ‘I’m not going to tell you who the other two were,’ she continues. ‘Despite having no loyalty towards them now, I gave my word at the time that I would never say.’

      ‘That’s ridiculous, darling.’ Heather’s voice is shrill. ‘You need to tell us.’

      ‘We had knives,’ Zara goes on, as though her mother hasn’t spoken. ‘We knew the girls would be out of it. I’d drugged a bottle of vodka. Neville got the drug from his mum, whose father had been a doctor.’

      ‘Neville?’

      ‘He knew what we were going to do but had no part in it.’

      ‘But he was there, at the cinema, before he disappeared?’ Heather says.

      Zara shrugs. ‘I have no idea what he was doing there. It wasn’t part of the plan. I’d been at his house earlier, but only for a short time. When I left to meet the others, he was still there.’

      ‘But he got you the drugs,’ I say.

      Zara nods. ‘His grandfather held his GP practice at their house; he’d been slack with storing medication. Nora never got rid of it when he died.

      ‘I gave the girls the drink saying it was a peace offering. They believed me but laughed. There would be no peace.

      ‘When we arrived, Adele, Rebecca and Victoria were sitting in the front row of the cinema. They’d been watching A Nightmare on Elm Street, but passed out, due to the vodka.’ Her voice is getting weaker. She leans over and picks up a plastic cup of water, takes two gulps. ‘The idea was to punish them. Claim back control. That’s what he told us.’

      ‘Who?’ Heather says, gripping her daughter’s arm.

      Zara shakes her head. ‘I told you. I won’t say. This is about me saying I didn’t kill those girls.’

      ‘Yes, OK, I understand.’ Heather’s words are muffled by her hand over her mouth, as she struggles to hold in her emotions. ‘Go on. Please.’

      ‘We took it in turns to…’

      ‘To what, Zara, love?’

      But Zara is silent once more, looking into space.

      ‘It’s OK,’ I say. ‘Take your time.’ I mean she’s going to anyway, but I need to say something to fill the painful quiet.

      Zara blinks. ‘Lester went first, slicing through each of their arms.’ She glares at us in turn, as though realising she’s said his name. That she’s slipped up.

      ‘Lester killed them?’ I take in a sharp breath. However despicable the man is, I’m shocked he could be the girls’ killer. But then his anger had scared me on two occasions. And I saw him throw something into the river. Had it been a knife?

      ‘It was a kind of ritual,’ Zara goes on, her voice getting stronger once more. ‘I know it sounds awful, but I felt so powerful for the first time in years.

      ‘It was raining by then, water pouring through holes in the cinema’s roof, leaving puddles on the carpet. Lester left the cinema, splashing as he headed for the car we’d parked out back. He went next, the man I thought I loved.’

      ‘What are you saying, Zara?’

      Jesus. Heather has listened to all Zara has said, and this is when she decides to be shocked.

      ‘Oh, Mum, you were always so protective⁠—’

      ‘Who was he?’ Heather’s face is pale, her lips pursed. ‘This man?’

      Zara closes her eyes, and a tear squeezes through her lids.

      Heather leaps to her feet, begins pacing the room, ‘We need to tell a warden, call the police.’

      ‘No! If you tell anyone, I’ll never speak again.’

      ‘But this man. What was going on between you?’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry, Mum, nothing happened between us, if you’re talking about sex.’

      Heather’s face reddens. ‘There must have been something for you to⁠—’

      ‘He was kind to me, that’s all. Perhaps I misread that, I don’t know.’ She shakes her head. ‘Or maybe he played on my adoration for him, manipulated me. Time will tell.’

      ‘So, he cut the girls’ arms too?’ I say, managing to mask the shock I feel.

      She nods. ‘Then he disappeared into the darkness of the cinema, and I was left to take my turn. I sliced the knife through the arm of each girl, but when I cut Victoria she opened her eyes.’

      ‘Victoria?’ I say, knowing she saw Zara with the knife.

      ‘I felt sick, adrenaline off the scale. I dropped the knife and ran. Joined Lester in the car. The girls were alive when we left. All of them. We never intended to kill them. Just make them pay.’

      ‘And the other man?’

      ‘He appeared five minutes later and drove us out of there.’

      ‘Where had he been? This other man.’

      ‘Throwing up, apparently. He was deathly pale, I remember.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell the police at the time? You could have cleared your name.’

      ‘As I said before, the three of us swore, when we agreed to teach the girls a lesson, that we would never speak of it.’

      ‘But surely when you heard Adele and Rebecca were dead, when they arrested you⁠—’

      ‘You must understand, I was a teenager, in love, besotted, with a man I would do anything for. I thought he’d gone back, finished them off.’

      ‘And you were happy to take the blame?’

      She nods. ‘I did, didn’t I?’ She sighs deeply. ‘When I was arrested, he came to see me, said he loved me, that we would be together one day if I kept quiet.’

      ‘Oh, Zara,’ Heather says, tears in her eyes. ‘You were such a fool.’

      Zara looks at her mother for a long moment, before moving her gaze back to me. ‘He said there was no point in us all going down. And I believed him.’ She closes her eyes, tilts her head back. ‘He came to see me recently, and I realised he was a fake. He’d never loved me, of course he hadn’t, and I no longer love him. It’s almost laughable that I thought he’d killed those girls, and he thought I had.’

      ‘And neither of you did?’

      She shakes her head, and despite having no real proof, I believe her.

      ‘So, who do you think killed them?’

      ‘I have no idea. I don’t know what you will say on your podcast, but please let everyone know the truth.’

      ‘And the man’s name?’ I try once more.

      She shakes her head. Is silent.
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        * * *

      

      We try, as we leave, to find out who had visited Zara recently, but nobody will tell us.

      ‘I’ll call the police when we get back, tell them what she told us,’ Heather says, her voice shaky, yet there’s a hint of brightness to her tone I’ve never heard before. ‘They’ll be able to discover who visited her recently.’

      ‘Good idea,’ I agree, as we reach the car park.

      ‘She’s not a killer,’ Heather goes on. ‘I knew it. I just knew it.’

      If Zara is telling the truth, she’s hardly innocent. She cut those girls, they could have bled to death, and by not talking she may have let a killer go free. I’m almost certain that the third person, the man who manipulated her, was her teacher Mark James. Craig had mentioned he thought Zara had a thing for him, that the art classes were becoming dark.

      As we travel home, I think of Neville supplying Zara with the drugs. Why had he done that? Why had he come to the cinema that night? And what happened to him?

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        KILLER MIND FIELD with Daisy Cole

        ‘The Wise Monkey Murders’

        Episode 4

        Music: ‘Inside Your Head’ by The Sticklers.

      

      

      
        
        Daisy: Hello, I’m Daisy Cole, and welcome to episode 4 of ‘The Wise Monkey Murders’. I’m dropping this final short episode because I have some extraordinary news. I had hoped that, unlike my podcast about Kenneth Webber, I would be able to stick to the theme of why killers kill, and not veer away from that, but it seems the gods had different plans.

        Today, I visited Zara Landen in the psychiatric hospital she’s been in for many years. She wanted to speak to me. To break her veil of silence, to tell me she didn’t kill Adele Adams and Rebecca Davis.

        I can hear you all gasping, and I’m sure some of you will ask if she is telling the truth, and can she prove her first words after so long.

        I can’t answer that for you. You need to make up your own minds. Though I’m sure the answers will come out in the coming weeks, as police get involved.

        Zara admits to cutting the girls’ arms while they were drugged. She has mentioned two others who were with her at the time and played a part in hurting the girls. I can’t say over my podcast who they are, as it’s now a matter for the authorities. But what I can say is, if Zara didn’t kill them, who did? And if Zara is innocent of their murders, is the killer still out there? It’s a chilling thought. A thought that will keep me awake tonight.

        This case will now kick up a lot of dirt, will reveal secrets that have been long buried.

        The stories of the two others with Zara that night have yet to be heard, and I know the police will want to pay both a visit. At the moment, one of them has been named, and I’m sure the other will be discovered soon enough.

        Old suspects will be questioned again. There will be finger pointing until the truth is out there. Please be kind and let the police do their job.

        I’m signing off now for good. This is my last ever podcast, and I hope you’ve enjoyed listening. Take care and keep safe. Thank you for checking in to Killer Mind Field with Daisy Cole.
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      As soon as my podcast goes live, I worry Lester will hear it and want to throw more paint over me, this time along with the tin. He’s going to know I’m referring to him, and he’ll know too that his father will be a suspect once more. I need to get away from Maple Close, and once Grandad is back this evening, I’ll ask him to help me find a flat in London where I can lose myself in the crowds.

      Just after three o’clock the letterbox clatters. I drift into the hallway to see a note lying on the mat. I race to the lounge window to see Victoria in a long black coat entering her house, a scarf wrapped around her face, a hat pulled low. Why is she dropping a note through my door? My stomach churns as I hurry to pick it up and rip open the envelope.

      
        
        Dear Daisy,

        I listened to your latest podcast, and it’s time I spoke out. Before my father died, he insisted he saw Neville in your grandparents’ attic room just after the attack on me, and the murders of my friends. Please come over this evening at 6 p.m. Come round the back, the patio door will be open.

        Victoria
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t think who else to turn to, and by the time I reached Craig’s front door I’d worked myself up into an anxious mess.

      ‘My head feels as though it’s spinning off the top of my neck,’ I cry, as he holds me in his arms.

      ‘What’s happened?’ he whispers into my hair, but I can’t find the words.

      And then it happens, he lifts my chin, his lips moving close to mine, his breath warm on my face, and I melt, as he kisses me again, knowing I need this, that I won’t resist him this time. That I’ve fallen for Craig Heller.
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        * * *

      

      We lie on his bed, exhausted from sex, spooning, as he places soft kisses across the back of my neck. I have no regrets. No latent embarrassment that he’s seen my burn scars. I’m in the moment, not worrying about the past or the future, and it’s perfect, for almost an hour. And then my brain revs up. I need to talk to him about Victoria.

      I shuffle away from him, onto my back. ‘Victoria dropped a note off.’

      Craig’s eyes widen. ‘Seriously? What did it say?’

      ‘She wants me to go round her house later to talk.’

      ‘Really?’

      And her father thought he saw Neville in my grandad’s house the night of the murders, I can’t bring myself to say.

      ‘Will you go?’

      ‘I think so.’ I rise from the bed, begin putting on my clothes. ‘Can I trust you, Craig?’

      ‘Of course you can. What kind of question is that?’

      Tears sting my eyes, and he moves to the edge of the bed, takes my hand. ‘What is this, Daisy?’

      The thought that my grandparents could have something to do with Neville’s disappearance makes me feel vulnerable. Tears roll down my face as I whisper, ‘She told me in the note that her father saw Neville after the murders.’

      ‘Wait. What? Alive?’

      I nod. ‘He was in the window of my grandparents’ attic room.’

      ‘He must have been mistaken,’ he says, seeming sincere. ‘He was a drunk, remember? And you were living there back then. You’d have known if he was there.’

      I shake my head. ‘I was in a bad way at that time, in hospital. I wouldn’t have had any idea.’

      ‘Victoria could be lying.’

      ‘Why would she?’ I grab for anything that would make sense. ‘Do you think she’s hiding something?’

      He shrugs. ‘In what way?’

      ‘I don’t know. I mean nobody ever sees her face. She rarely goes out.’

      ‘You know why she covers her face.’

      ‘I know, I know.’ I shake my head. ‘It’s just I don’t know who I can trust any more.’ I stare at him. ‘I…’

      His eyes widen. ‘Jeez, you can trust me, Daisy.’ He sounds so hurt, and yet… Oh God, am I losing my mind? My life has been a lie. My mother’s dead and I didn’t even know.

      I throw on my hoodie, and he’s jumping from the bed, shoving on his sweatshirt as I storm from his room and down the stairs.

      ‘I need to go,’ I call. ‘I don’t feel too good.’ It’s true. My stomach’s churning, my head’s pounding. My thoughts a garbled mess.

      ‘Daisy. Please. Wait!’

      But I fly from the house, unable to slow my feet, or my brain for that matter.

      Everyone’s a suspect.

      Everyone is guilty.

      Everyone’s out to get me.
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      Unable to find my phone – God only knows where I’ve put it – I strap on my wristwatch. It’s almost six o’clock, and I’m wrapped in my coat standing on the doorstep of Grandad’s house, the door closed behind me. The cul-de-sac looks abandoned, few lights on in the houses, the rich black sky sparkling with stars and a full moon.

      Despite my breakdown earlier and Craig’s clear concern, I’ve found strength from somewhere and intend to visit Victoria as planned. I might be kidding myself, but I believe that if I have all the facts, it will help make sense of the twisted labyrinths inside my head. I know I should step back, concentrate on my mental health, wait for Grandad to get home, but something drives me to go. I need to know exactly what Victoria’s father said he saw – how sure he was that Neville was in Grandad’s house the night of the murders.

      I step out towards Victoria’s house. It’s in darkness, though her car is parked on the drive. Despite her saying to come round the back of the house, I ring the doorbell several times, turning on the step to scan the cul-de-sac once more, a chill down my spine making me shudder. It’s as though someone’s watching me from every window – and yet, I see no one.

      There’s no Capri on Lester and Derek’s drive, but as I continue to watch, a light goes on in the downstairs window. Derek appears, pulls the curtains across. Maybe he’s about to settle down to watch one of his beloved horror films. A man who never fulfilled his unobtainable dream of restoring the old cinema.

      Craig’s house is in darkness, but Clare’s old property has a light on in a downstairs window. Pamela’s house is also in darkness. She’s probably working late at her clinic. And then I see her. Nora. Staring at me through a ground floor window of Number 7. She’s shrouded in shadows, almost phantom-like. It’s as though she thinks I can’t see her. She jerks forward, closes the curtains, and I’m left with a cold feeling I can’t explain. Over the days I’ve spent here, I’ve come to realise there is something not right about Nora. Whether it’s the way she’s always been, or if she became a bit, shall we say, eccentric, when Neville disappeared, I can’t be sure. My memory of her and her son when I visited my grandparents is vague, like looking through tracing paper.

      I turn back to the door in front of me. Why did Victoria tell me to come over? I glance at the side gate leading to the rear garden, recalling how she told me in the note to go round the back. I take a deep breath and head through it. I reach the patio, but no security lights spring on. The only light is one in an upstairs window.

      The long garden has high trees on each side, wildly overgrown and blocking most of the moonlight. I can make out a large pond about halfway down, overrun by weeds. Was it where Victoria’s father drowned?

      I step up to the patio door and knock a few times, noticing cigarette butts squashed on the paving stones. I’m about to give up when something possesses me to push down on the door handle. It opens, and my stomach leaps. A still figure stands in the room, swallowed by shadows. ‘Victoria?’ I whisper, but I can’t be sure. My mind buzzes. Nobody has seen Victoria for a long time. How do I even know it’s her?

      After a moment a dull light springs on. I jolt backwards. Startled. ‘Victoria?’

      She is make-up free. Made no attempt to cover her scars. Her eyes are sad, cradled by purple cushions of flesh, but her wounds make her look as though she has a permanent smile.

      ‘Daisy,’ she says, her voice a monotone. ‘Good to see you again after all these years. I’ve come over a few times in the hope of seeing you. Though I admit it was at unsociable hours. I don’t blame you for not answering.’

      So, she was my midnight visitor. Had she left the first crow?

      My teen years flood back. Memories of how she, Adele and Rebecca looked me up and down when I visited my grandparents, sneers on their faces. Am I safe here? Victoria was once a bully, after all.

      ‘I’ve wanted to talk to you since you arrived in Maple Close,’ she says. Her hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, unwashed, tangled. ‘About my friends’ murders. I realise this might seem strange, but I’m aware of your podcast, and want to tell you my version of what happened that awful night.’

      She leads the way through a sparsely furnished dining room – there are no pictures on the walls, no photographs – and into an equally sparse lounge. She sits down in the middle of a country-cottage-style sofa, gestures for me to take the armchair.

      ‘When I tell you what happened, I trust you to do the right thing, Daisy.’ Before I can speak, she goes on, ‘There are things I’ve kept inside for years.’ She exudes mystery, a sadness in her tone. Nobody knows much about who Victoria Wells is now – perhaps they never knew her at all. Her mother left, and she was brought up by a father who drank heavily. I wonder if her upbringing played a part in the bully she became, but then Adele’s and Rebecca’s lives were very different.

      She picks up a packet of cigarettes, lights one.

      I move a cushion onto my lap. If you can describe a cushion as dead, this would be it. Flat. Battered. Useless.

      ‘Your neighbours rarely see you,’ I say.

      ‘I like it that way.’ She drags on the cigarette, blows out a ring of smoke. ‘I’m not exactly a hermit but prefer my own company.’

      ‘I get you.’

      ‘Do you? I mean you don’t have to walk about with scars on your face.’

      I leave the words I want to say unsaid. She must know what happened to my father. That although my scars aren’t as visible as hers, they are still painful.

      ‘You may have noticed I’ve removed all the mirrors in my house.’

      I glance around me. She’s right. There are none.

      ‘I rarely see my reflection. Occasionally, if I catch sight of myself in the TV screen, I want to be sick.’ She runs the tips of her fingers across her mouth, and I wonder why she’s never had the cosmetic surgery Pamela offered, but don’t ask.

      ‘I turned eighteen a few weeks after it happened,’ she goes on, stubbing out the barely smoked cigarette into a glass ashtray, where it shares the ash grave with a heap of others. ‘And I’ve buried myself inside this house ever since. My dad had a bit of money put by, so that got me through for a while, and I’ve been working from home since then. Picking up jobs on the Internet. I did a few online courses, have always been good with numbers. That got me some bookkeeping work, that kind of thing. So, that’s my life.’ She stares at me, her knee jiggling. ‘I’ve never got over the loss of my friends.’

      ‘I’m sorry. It was horrendous.’ Trauma can send a person crazy.

      She lowers her head, her voice softening as she says, ‘My friends sometimes pushed things too far. We all did. But they didn’t deserve to die.’

      I shake my head. ‘And you didn’t deserve what happened to you.’

      She shrugs. ‘Sometimes I think I’d have been better off if the killer had finished me.’

      I think back to teenage Adele accusing Mark James of inappropriate behaviour. To Victoria and Rebecca backing her up. To how they’d ridiculed Craig, bullied Zara and everyone else in their path. How they had blackmailed Lester’s dad into showing horror films at the abandoned cinema.

      ‘I’ve tried over the years to justify what I did, tried saying we were just kids, that it was more Adele and Rebecca than me. But I was there. Did nothing to stop them.’

      I stare at her for some moments before saying, ‘What do you want from me?’

      She shifts in her seat. ‘I recognised you when you first arrived. Saw you from my window. I found you online, discovered what you were doing. I’ve listened to every episode of your podcast, including the latest one.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘It will all come out now, now Zara has broken her silence.’

      ‘She didn’t kill your friends.’

      ‘No.’ She looks down. ‘I thought she did, you must believe that. I saw her with a knife.’

      ‘She wasn’t entirely innocent.’

      ‘You’re right. But then neither were we.’ She fidgets with her fingers. ‘I need to know who killed them, Daisy. Your podcast can help.’

      I shake my head. ‘I’ve done my final podcast, Victoria. It’s up to the police now. There’s no need for me to be involved.’

      She tenses, is silent for a moment, and I say, ‘You mentioned your dad saw Neville at the window of my grandparents’ attic room just after the murders.’

      She nods.

      ‘But that doesn’t make any sense. He must have been mistaken.’

      ‘He was sure it was Neville.’

      My heart thuds, her scars snagging my attention – I force myself to look away. ‘Your dad was a drinker.’

      ‘I’m aware of that,’ she says, a snap in her voice. ‘But he was so certain, became fixated on the fact that Neville had been or still was in your grandparents’ house. He reported it to the police.’

      My mind leaps back to that awful time, when I returned from hospital and spent most of the time curled up in a ball on my bed, crying, being comforted by my equally grieving grandparents. I recall police came and went, but always assumed it was to do with my father’s death.

      ‘I’m going to the police tomorrow,’ Victoria continues. ‘Between Zara and me, we should get answers.’

      My mind races. Stuart Wells couldn’t have seen Neville in the attic room. He must have been mistaken, but I can’t help wondering why a Brampton School scarf was in the wardrobe there, and had some sort of stain been bleached from the old mattress?

      ‘Now Zara has spoken,’ Victoria goes on. ‘It’s time for me to as well.’ She rises. ‘Where are my manners?’ she says. ‘Would you like a coffee? Wine?’

      ‘I should probably go.’

      ‘No, please.’ Her voice has an edge of desperation. ‘It’s been so long since I spoke to anyone.’

      ‘OK.’ I suppress a sigh. ‘A small wine would be good.’

      She rises, heads away, disappearing through the kitchen door, and I thrust my head into my hands, my mind so full I think it might burst. Had my grandparents had anything to do with Neville’s disappearance? Had they held him captive in the attic room?

      Glass shatters. A scream follows that shakes my insides. Victoria?

      I jump up and race into the kitchen to see her sprawled on the floor, blood oozing from her head. ‘Victoria,’ I cry, bending down next to her, and searching in my pocket for my phone, remembering I haven’t got it with me. ‘Victoria. Please. Wake up.’

      She opens her eyes for a brief moment. ‘Why would you…?’

      ‘It wasn’t me,’ I cry, but her eyes close. I get to my feet, turning frantically, spotting Victoria’s phone on the worktop, barely taking in that the back door stands open, the cold air rushing in. Before I can pick up the phone, a sharp pain streaks down the back of my head. Dizzy, I tumble face down to the floor, black rushing up to greet me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The squeak and squeal of wheels turning. A rumbling sound coming up the garden, getting closer. Through the shadows a figure appears, pushing an old wheelchair, but before I can focus, everything turns black once more.
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          JEREMY

        

      

    

    
      Dr Jeremy Cole dashes through Heathrow’s Arrivals, pulling his suitcase behind him, looking down at his phone screen. Two messages had appeared when he switched it on: one from Maureen asking him to send her love to Jack. Another from Daisy. He drops down on a seat to read the one from his granddaughter:

      
        
          
            
              
        Dear Grandad, I know this is not the way you would want to hear this news, but after our conversation I can’t go on. My world crumbled the day Dad died, as it did for you too, but I realise now, I have never recovered. I wish I could have seen you one last time, but I know if I did, I wouldn’t go through with what I must do. You will find me at the abandoned cinema. Please be kind to yourself. There is nothing you could have done to stop me taking my own life. Daisy

      

      

      

      

      

      Jeremy is shaking, his eyes stinging with tears as he looks around him, praying Daisy will appear and tell him that it was all a cruel joke.

      Travellers zip to and fro, pulling cases, drinking coffee, laughing, talking, staring up at the flight information boards. He wants to scream at them to stop. He wants to lie down on the floor like a toddler and kick and thump and cry. But he doesn’t do any of those things.

      After trying Daisy’s number several times and getting no reply, he rises to his feet, and races outside where he jumps in a taxi.

      Still shaking, he directs the driver to the abandoned cinema, knowing it’s a half-hour drive, knowing this is all his fault.
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          JESS

        

      

    

    
      ‘Mummy, there’s a dead person in the attic.’

      Jess turns from where she’s sitting on the sofa watching TV to see her daughter, wearing Peppa Pig pyjamas and cuddling a fluffy dinosaur. ‘Ida, it’s almost time for bed. Have you cleaned your teeth?’

      The child stomps her feet, and in a determined tone says, ‘Yes. I. Have.’

      ‘Go pick a book then, and I’ll be up in a minute to read it.’

      ‘Didn’t you hear me, Mummy? There’s a dead person in the attic.’

      Jess rises from the sofa, and approaches her daughter, kneels in front of her. ‘There’s nobody in the loft, sweetheart. You just have a runaway imagination, is all.’ She strokes the child’s hair, and smiles, even though her daughter’s antics are making her weary, and a little unsettled.

      ‘But I saw someone.’

      ‘You went in the attic?’ Jess knows it’s possible. Ida gets into everything and knows no fear.

      Ida nods three times. ‘Yes. Yes. Yes.’

      ‘Oh God, Ida.’ Jess rises to her full height and heads from the room, the little girl tagging behind. ‘Those steps up to the attic are steep; you could have fallen.’

      ‘But I didn’t, and if I hadn’t gone up there, I wouldn’t have found the dead person.’

      Jess shudders as she climbs the stairs towards the landing. What if Ida is right, and someone is living up there? She’s read some creepy stories of people setting up home in other people’s roof space.

      They reach the door that leads to the attic ladder. Perhaps she should call the police before checking up there. But then would they come on a five-year-old’s word?

      ‘It’s OK, Mummy.’ Ida’s eyes seem to get larger the more she tells her story. ‘They can’t hurt you because they’re dead.’

      Jess takes a deep breath. Her daughter’s logic is warped because her dead people are actually asleep people. But if Ida has been up there, she needs to investigate. Set her mind at rest. She climbs the ladder, lifts the hatch, panicking almost more at the thought of rats or mice than a dead stranger.

      ‘Can you see the dead person?’ Ida calls from the bottom.

      Jess flicks on her phone torch, first seeing nothing, but as the beam ravages the shadows, she sees someone in the far corner, curled like a foetus.

      And then, they move.
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          DAISY

        

      

    

    
      I stir awake. Aware I’m being wheeled along bumpy ground. It’s the path that passes the river where I saw Lester. It feels more logical now that he was getting rid of a knife, since Victoria said he sliced through those girls’ flesh. Had he kept the blade for years, and because of my podcast panicked?

      My ears tune into my surroundings. The squeal of wheels I feel sure I’ve heard before, and someone singing the lullaby ‘Rock-a-Bye Baby’, chuckling at the part where the bough breaks and the cradle falls. It’s haunting, sinister. I register my hands and feet are tied to a wheelchair. Though it’s not necessary. I’m too weak to escape.

      ‘Please, let me go,’ I whisper.

      The chair stops. Everywhere is liquid dark, the kind of darkness that creeps around your body, seeping into your bones. And then I feel it. A sharp prick in the top of my arm.

      Fear pushes down on me. Fear that I haven’t felt since the day my father died. Everything that’s happened since I arrived at Maple Close swirls and spins out of control, bouncing against my skull before slowly dissipating as I sink into a black bottomless world.

      And then. Nothing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Wake up, dear. We’re here.’

      Of course there’s no way I’m going to wake up fully. Whatever she’s injected me with could knock out a horse. But I see the abandoned cinema, the vast wasteland where crows peck the ground. I feel the eerie emptiness.

      And I see her now – Nora – her hair scrunched up like a pom-pom on top of her head. She’s smiling. A creepy, sinister smile.

      ‘What do you want?’ I say, my voice slurring.

      She picks up her black handbag and clicks it open, the sound of metal clipping metal scraping on my damaged nerves. She reaches into the bag and retrieves a third ornamental crow and places it on my lap.

      Hear no evil.

      Without a word, she wheels the chair to the front entrance to the cinema, to where some of the wooden panels have been removed since I was last here. One of the doors stands open.

      ‘Why?’ I say, or think I say, it’s hard to tell. She pushes me through the door into the foyer, with its graffiti-strewn walls and smell of urine, and continues into the auditorium. A Nightmare on Elm Street is on the screen, though there is no sound. The whole place gives off an eerie silence, and a ghostly chill travels down my spine, as I attempt to take in my surroundings – try to work out why she’s brought me here, and as though reading my mind, she says, ‘I want you to record episode 5 of your podcast. I thought here would be the perfect place to round everything up.’

      Through my blurred vision, I see my rucksack strapped to her sturdy back.

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Oh, you will, you will. Patience is a virtue, that’s what I’ve always believed.’

      I blink several times, trying to see through the haze, trying to move my hands, remembering they’re tied.

      She wheels the chair down the dark aisle and then along the front of the auditorium. The shadow of her pushing me in the wheelchair large on the screen is a harrowing scene.

      She stops by the three empty seats where the girls were found eleven years ago.

      ‘Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil,’ she says. ‘I remember watching a comedy with that title as a youngster, with Gene Wilder and Richard Pryor. No wait, it was called See No Evil, Hear No Evil. That’s right.’ She taps her lips with her index finger. ‘Of course, our story is far from funny.’

      My heart thuds out of control. She’s going to kill me. I’m helpless. Nobody knows I’m here.

      ‘Why?’ My voice is still slurring from the drugs. ‘Why me?’

      ‘Oh, I’ll come to that, dear,’ she says. ‘But now it’s time to set up ready to record your final podcast.’

      ‘I can’t. I can barely talk,’ I say, sounding pathetic. She doesn’t reply, just wheels me up the aisle once more and out through the double doors, back into the foyer.
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          JESS

        

      

    

    
      Everything happens at once.

      Police and an ambulance arrive, sirens blaring, lights flashing. Neighbours appear at windows or spill out of their front doors.

      Jess leads the emergency services into her house, gripping her little girl’s hand. Even Ida has been rendered silent, big-eyed and bewildered.

      ‘He’s in a bad way,’ Jess says, leading paramedics up the stairs. She knows now her unwanted visitor is a man, bound and gagged, possibly left in her attic to die.

      She’s relieved when the man is lowered down. ‘It’s a good thing you found him when you did,’ one of the paramedics says. ‘He’s severely dehydrated, been up there for days, I’m surprised he survived. Must be a fighter. Let’s hope he keeps it up.’

      Once the man is being wheeled towards the ambulance, wired up to a drip, an oxygen mask over his face, Jess notices he’s wearing a dark green blazer with the Brampton School emblem on the pocket, like the one her sister wore. The man is in his thirties; it doesn’t make sense.

      Blue strobes from police vehicles light the houses as she heads over to a young officer. ‘Do you know who he is?’ she asks him.

      ‘We can’t be sure, but he has a provisional driving licence on him with the name Neville Collins.’

      ‘Neville Collins? He disappeared…’ The day my sister died.

      The officer screws up his forehead, ‘Disappeared?’

      ‘On the same night three girls were attacked. Two died.’

      Realisation dawns on the young officer’s face. ‘The Wise Monkey Murders.’

      Jess cringes, hates that the media came up with such a dreadful name. ‘His mum, Nora Collins, lives at Number 7. You might want to talk to her.’

      ‘OK, will do. Thanks for the information.’

      ‘Help me!’ The cry comes from Number 8, as Victoria appears from the back of her house, staggering, crying, blood dripping down her forehead. She collapses on her drive, and a paramedic rushes towards her.

      ‘Daisy Cole tried to kill me!’ she yells. ‘Her grandfather abducted Neville.’
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          2015

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Neville

      

      

      Neville knew what they were going to do that night. Zara had confided in him, hoping he might join them in their quest for revenge, being one of the girls’ many victims of bullying. He’d declined in the end. He was a good person. That’s what his mother always said. His real mother. He may have been only six when she died, but he still heard her words in his head. ‘You’re a good boy, Nev. My angel,’ she would say, each time he bathed her wounds with wet kitchen roll, putting it gently against her bloodied nose or bruised eye. He’d loved his mum. Sobbed when she died before his eyes.

      ‘Pass me your fucking hoodie, boy,’ his dad had yelled from the front of the car, his hand stretched over the back of the seat, his face a grimace. ‘I need it to stop the bleeding.’ There was no, I hope you’re OK, son. But that was no surprise.

      Neville was strapped into his booster seat. ‘I can’t reach it,’ he said, tears streaming down his face, the car hissing – smoke rising from the crumpled bonnet.

      His dad was pale, sounded breathless. ‘I’m going to bleed to death if you don’t pass the fucking thing.’

      Neville knew and still knows he could have reached for the hoodie, that it may or may not have saved his father’s life. But he knew, too, way too old for his years, that his mother would still be with him if it wasn’t for his father. His father was a bad man. A bad, bad man.

      And he was a good, good boy.

      Zara was gutted when he refused to help with their plan to get revenge on the girls, but he’d reassured her, promised he would say nothing, even supplied her with the drugs. Took them from his grandfather’s old surgery at the back of the house.

      But now his conscience had pricked. He couldn’t let them go through with it. He had to warn Victoria. OK, Zara and the others were only going to cut the girls – leave permanent scars like the ones they’d had inflicted on them – and Adele and Rebecca were cold sociopaths who cared about nothing but themselves. They deserved it. He may have joined the vigilantes if it had only been those two. But Victoria was different. She’d once been his friend.

      He made his way to the cinema that night. He needed to warn Victoria. Warn her that they were going to hurt her.
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        * * *

      

      The girls’ shrill laughter carried down from the balcony as he entered the cinema. He took the stairs towards them, forcing down his fear. They were bullies. He wouldn’t be welcomed, he knew that much. But he needed to warn Victoria.

      ‘Well, if it isn’t Neville Collins,’ Adele said, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulders. She was far too beautiful. Knew it too, which, for Neville, made her less than perfect. She strutted towards him. ‘Shame Zara isn’t here; we could have had a lot of fun with you two.’

      ‘Where’s Victoria?’

      ‘Oh, bless you.’ She ran a manicured nail down his cheek. ‘You need to get over your little crush; she wouldn’t give you the drippings from her nose.’

      Rebecca was behind Adele, holding a full bottle of vodka.

      ‘You shouldn’t drink that,’ he said, knowing Zara had drugged it.

      ‘Look, you little weirdo, we can do exactly what we like.’ Rebecca unscrewed the bottle, took a long swig.

      Adele laughed then, pushing her fingers against his chest, and although he was bigger than her, their powerful personalities made him weak. He stepped backwards with every push. ‘You’re pathetic,’ she said. ‘Afraid of a girl.’ But all he heard was, ‘You’re pathetic. A sniffling baby. You need to be taught a lesson.’ His father’s voice. His father who never stopped drinking, not even when he drove the car. The father who killed his mother, ruined his life. Yes, Nora and Adrian were great. Nora loved him, he was grateful for that. But all these years he’d carried the hatred for his father, for taking his mother away from him.

      ‘You’re a bitch!’ he yelled, finding his voice. ‘A cold witch, who ruins lives. They’ll make you pay.’

      ‘What the fuck are you on about?’ Adele grabbed his genitals and squeezed. The pain was intolerable. He let out a cry. ‘Rebecca,’ Adele said with a laugh. ‘His dick is no bigger than an HB pencil.’

      He barely noticed their final push, the fall backwards over the balcony, but he felt the pain as his forehead cracked on a pillar on his way down, the whack as his head hit the ground. And as he lay there, looking up at the beautiful, laughing girls peering down at him, he prayed he would survive long enough to take revenge.

      When he came round, the girls no longer stared down at him. He was in pain, but an inner strength gave him the adrenalin to drag himself into the far corner, where he hid in the darkness of the auditorium, surrounded by thick shadows, blood trickling down his face from the thumping head wound.

      The opening scene of A Nightmare on Elm Street appeared on the screen. The three girls, as silhouettes in the front row, giggled, swigging from the vodka bottle, Victoria was with them now, and as he watched a strong surge of hatred he’d never felt before rose inside of him.

      He could call the police, tell them everything he knew, but he realised he now wanted this to happen. They deserved to be punished for everything they did to destroy so many lives. He would watch on and do nothing but smile.
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        * * *

      

      They arrived in black robes and white masks, carrying knives. Neville felt his body react, excitement rising like a fizzing firework, obliterating the pain in his skull. The girls deserved what was coming to them. Zara was right. He knew that now.

      Adele, Rebecca and Victoria were unconscious – not dead like his parents in the front of that car so long ago. Not dead, yet. But then Zara had told him they only intended to wound. Was that enough? Where had this urge to see them die for their crimes come from? A desire to make them bleed.

      Lester went first. There was no mistaking his size, his build. He took his knife to all three girls, slicing through their flesh. And then he ran.

      Next Mark James, the instigator, cut through the flesh of each girl, giving Neville the thrill he now craved. The man lowered his knife, blood dripping from it. He’d manipulated Lester and Zara. Zara was besotted by him – most of the girls were, even Adele for a time. He was the controller, the puppet master, moulding Lester and Zara like clay. He’d tried coaxing Neville in that direction, but he got out, left the art group, and yet now he saw exactly what needed to be done. The girls were evil. Devils incarnate. They deserved to die.

      Mark turned and dashed down the aisle of the auditorium, choking, spluttering, as though his deed had turned his stomach, leaving the smallest of the robed figures – Zara – alone. She stepped forward, lifted her mask and ran a hand across her eyes. Neville watched on as she moved from girl to girl, hand shaking, slicing through their flesh.

      It was as she stepped back from Victoria that she gasped and dropped the knife. She stood for some moments as though frozen, before racing up the aisle and out through the door.

      Neville got to his feet, his head still throbbing, and walked down the aisle towards the girls. Had Zara run because Victoria saw her? If she had, Victoria’s eyes were closed now. In fact, all three girls were unconscious, blood oozing from their arms. The tranquiliser in the vodka had knocked them out. They appeared in no pain.

      Neville narrowed his eyes as he looked from girl to girl. Was this punishment enough?

      He thought about his father. The fragmented memories of him hitting his mother. The fact he had been too small to protect her. But he could protect now. He could finish them off like leftovers in the fridge, past their sell-by date, waiting to go out with the rubbish.

      He smiled. Put on his gloves, and picked up Zara’s discarded knife. There was no thought process, no delay. With a burst of adrenalin, he stabbed them one by one, smiling as their warm blood spattered his cheeks. Then he went to work on their faces. Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil – just like all those ornaments that cluttered Zara’s parents’ house. Zara would get the blame, of course, but many an innocent goes down in a battle against evil.

      He dropped the knife still holding traces of Zara’s fingerprints, and staggered away, turning once to see a rat scurrying down the aisle towards the girls.

      He left the cinema, leaving behind a pool of blood where he’d been pushed from the balcony, his rucksack, and what he thought were three dead girls whom he’d severely mutilated.

      If anyone was to ask how he felt, as he staggered through the lashing rain, he would say he felt neither high nor low but had no regrets. They deserved to die. When Adele pushed him over that balcony it was as though he became a different person. Liberated. Hard. Cruel. The head injury perhaps. The trauma of the fall releasing the anger he’d trapped inside for so long.

      But then that wasn’t quite true. The anger had always been there. Simmering.

      As he made his way across the wasteland, soaked from the rain, wrapping his bloodied school scarf and blazer around him, he wondered if his adoptive mother would forgive him for what he’d done. She always told him she loved him unconditionally, with all her heart. He’d never forget the way she’d doted on his adoptive father, Adrian. Neville had seen him so ill, her pushing him everywhere in that creaking wheelchair. Unconditional love. Yes, he was sure Nora Collins was capable of that.

      Neville stumbled all the way to Maple Close, certain now Nora would hide him. He trembled as he hammered on the front door. ‘Mum!’ But the house was in darkness, and his key was in his rucksack. Where was his mother? How long would it take the police to find the girls? He fell to his knees crying.

      ‘Neville?’

      He turned to see Mrs Cole on her doorstep at Number 4. Sally. Neville knew the woman liked him. She’d told him once he reminded her of her son at his age. Her gaze met Neville’s across the cul-de-sac as he staggered towards her, and without a second thought she took him in her arms.

      ‘Mum’s not home,’ he cried. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

      ‘Come inside, you’re wet through,’ she said, throwing the door wide open to a killer, seeming oblivious to his blood-soaked clothes.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            50

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘What happened?’ Sally beckoned Neville through the house and into the lounge. There was a kindness about her as she wrapped him in a throw and made him hot chocolate, bathed his head wound. ‘We need to get you to the hospital,’ she said, but he told her no, that he would be OK once his mum got home. She would take care of him.

      ‘So, what happened?’ she asked once more.

      Should I tell her? he thought. Should I tell her the truth?

      And then her phone rang.

      ‘Jeremy,’ she said, before pausing, her face contorting as she listened. She dropped the phone, sobbing, trying to form words that came out in jolts. ‘No. Please. No.’

      She dropped down onto the edge of the sofa, thrusting slim fingers through her hair as her cries continued.

      Neville felt for her. He’d always liked Mrs Cole. ‘What’s happened?’ he whispered, touching her arm.

      She shook her head. ‘My son… Oh God, my son, my Tom, he’s dead. Died in a fire.’

      ‘I should go,’ Neville said, rising, her sobs too much for him. But a sudden pain in his head where he’d fallen felt like a knife in his skull. He grabbed his head, fell to his knees.

      Through her quietening sobs, Sally spoke, her voice vacant. ‘You need to lie down, Neville,’ she said.
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          JEREMY

        

      

    

    
      Jeremy gazed at his granddaughter and kissed her forehead before leaving the hospital ward. He needed to get back to Sally; she would be in pieces, alone in that big house in Maple Close. She had no idea their daughter-in-law started the fire. That she was dead too. That Daisy had little memory of what happened.

      Rain hammered against the windscreen as Jeremy headed home, wipers thrashing, tears streaming down his face. Nothing, he realised, would ever be the same again.

      As he drove his Land Rover through the iron gates and onto his drive, the front door was flung open, and Sally stood there, shoulders slumped, eyes red and swollen, trembling.

      He climbed out and ran to her. Once they were holding each other their bodies rattled with tears, juddering. Their son had gone. The once little boy who built sandcastles on the beach, splashed in the ocean, had grown into a man who made the biggest mistake of his life. He married Bernice. Jeremy could only thank God for one thing: that their daughter-in-law was gone too. That she could do no more damage. Why hadn’t they listened to Daisy? Why hadn’t they seen what her mother was like? It would be one of the biggest regrets of his life.

      The other was yet to come.
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        * * *

      

      It was much later that two police officers knocked on the door. At first Jeremy thought it was to discuss his son’s death, but no, there had been a double murder at the nearby abandoned cinema. Two teens from the cul-de-sac were dead, another injured by the attacker, and Neville Collins was missing. He was horrified by what had happened, told them he hadn’t been at home all evening, the reasons why, and the officers had the good grace to keep the conversation short.

      It wasn’t until they’d gone that Sally told him Neville was in their attic room.

      ‘He was in such a state, poor love,’ she said, following Jeremy as he shot up the stairs and flung open the attic room door, freezing in the doorway, looking at the boy curled up asleep under the duvet, only his fair hair visible.

      ‘What if he killed them?’ Jeremy said. His first thought.

      ‘He couldn’t have. Look at him, he’s a kid. The girls pushed him from the balcony, Jeremy. He told me as much, just before he drifted off to sleep.’

      ‘But why didn’t he go home to Nora?’

      ‘She wasn’t in.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking straight.’

      Sweat bubbled on Jeremy’s forehead, his heart thrumming. ‘He can’t stay here,’ he said.

      The boy stirred, pulled himself to a sitting position. The injury to his head was bloodied, a terrible gash to the frontal lobe. ‘Dr Cole,’ he said, barely audible.

      Jeremy walked towards him. ‘What happened, son?’ he said, sympathy for the teen, emotions over the loss of his son close to the surface.

      ‘The girls. I wanted to warn them, but they were so cruel. They pushed me from the balcony.’ Neville touched his wound, winced.

      ‘Did you kill them?’

      The pause was long enough, the look in Neville’s eyes vacant. Then the boy shook his head. ‘It was an accident.’

      Jeremy looked over his shoulder at Sally. She was distraught. They had lost their son. ‘We need to get you to the hospital,’ he said.

      ‘I can’t go,’ Neville said. ‘They’ll think⁠—’

      Jeremy narrowed his eyes. ‘Think what?’

      ‘That I meant to kill them. I need to get away from here.’ He looked at Sally pleadingly. ‘Please, anywhere, just far away. It was an accident. I didn’t mean to⁠—’

      ‘But your mum will be worried sick.’

      ‘I’ll write to her once I’m settled.’ He grabbed Jeremy’s arm. ‘Please. You’ve been so good to me, Dr Cole. I didn’t mean to kill them.’

      ‘Please, Jeremy,’ Sally said, her eyes shining with tears. ‘They pushed the poor boy from the balcony. He’s lucky to be alive.’

      Jeremy looked from his wife to Neville, his thoughts chaotic. ‘We should call the police.’

      ‘He won’t cope, not after everything he’s been through in his life,’ Sally said, tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘You of all people should know that.’

      Whether it was the emotion over losing his son, or the bond he felt with young Neville from being his psychiatrist he would never know, but he caved, nodded, agreed to drive the boy to Scotland. Give him money. Put him in touch with someone who could sort out his head wound off the books.

      ‘OK, let’s go,’ he said, leading the boy down the two flights of stairs, and out of the house.
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        * * *

      

      Jeremy was driving north on the A1, Neville asleep beside him, when the news on the radio reported some of the details of the murders and the assault on Victoria. It was clear that it had been no accident. Jeremy turned the car round. His plans to give the boy a fresh start would have to change.
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          FEBRUARY 2026

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jeremy

      

      

      Jeremy speeds down the back roads with no thought to oncoming traffic. Will he be too late? Had his darling granddaughter already taken her own life? Tears roll down his cheeks. He hadn’t been there for her enough, so wrapped up in his own warped world. His obsession.

      A vivid memory of Neville’s lifeless body stabs like a knife, churning his stomach. He pushes down harder on the throttle. He hadn’t meant for the boy to die.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Daisy

      

      

      ‘I’ve been wondering ever since I discovered he took my boy,’ Nora says, her face too close to mine. ‘What the best way to take revenge on your grandfather would be.’

      ‘He took Neville?’ My head’s throbbing, my body trembling. So, the boy was in my grandparents’ attic room? Stuart was right?

      ‘And then you came along, poking and prodding into the events of that night. You wouldn’t let it alone, would you? At first, I tried to scare you off. I thought my descriptions of Justine mooching about would do the trick, but no, on you went like some sort of sniffer dog, unaware you should be far more afraid of me than Justine.’

      A car pulls up outside the cinema, the beam of its headlights seeping through the gaps in the wood panels that barricade most of the building.

      Nora races towards the exit we came in through and looks out. I can’t see her face, can’t tell if she’s worried.

      A car door slams, and I let out a scream for help. Nora rushes back to me, slaps my face. Hard. I stop screaming, my cheek stinging – memories of my mother doing the same weakening me.

      A man appears through the door, looks our way. I recognise him.

      ‘Thank God,’ I cry, rattling around in my chair like a patient in a 1930s lunatic asylum. ‘This woman is delusional, she’s…’ But I see it then. The excitement in his eyes. The smile he has for Nora. He hasn’t come to save me. He’s part of this.

      He walks towards me, crouches in front of the wheelchair, pushes my hair back from my face. ‘You were saying?’

      ‘Jack?’ The word leaving my lips is barely audible.

      ‘You haven’t worked it out yet, have you?’ There’s no sign of an American accent.

      But he’s wrong. I have worked it out. I know exactly who he is. ‘Neville,’ I say.

      He slow-claps, rising from his crouching position, then stretches his arms above his head. ‘Shall we tell her everything, Mother?’ he says, looking at Nora with her stupid pom-pom hair and cold-fish stare. ‘She deserves to know the truth.’

      ‘Before she dies,’ Nora says.

      He laughs. ‘Before she dies,’ he repeats.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t believe this man – Neville – fooled me into thinking he was Jack, a kind-hearted American cop. How he managed to mask his true personality.

      ‘Where’s Jack?’ I cry, trying to make sense of everything. ‘The real Jack.’

      ‘Oh, he’ll be long dead by now,’ Nora says, and my stomach lurches. ‘Well, unless he’s got the constitution of a camel.’

      Neville carries the wheelchair with me sitting in it, his mother in front brandishing a torch, quick-stepping up the stairs towards the projector booth like an excited child, an eccentric ball of energy, carrying my rucksack. I hadn’t realised this man was so strong, though there was a gym at Nora’s house. Had Neville been living with her for eleven years? Hiding in plain sight?

      In the projector room, Neville lowers the wheelchair, and it hits the floor with a jarring thud. My head throbs as he rolls the chair, with me inside, into a corner. I look around the room at the gruesome framed stills from horror movies, the black wall, the rows of old-fashioned film spools on shelves, and the small generator whirring in the corner. Nora props up her torch and Neville flicks on the light.

      ‘Where is he?’ Nora says, tapping her watch, aiming the question at Neville.

      ‘Don’t panic, Mother. He’ll be here. Everything is going to plan. I’ve texted him Daisy’s heartfelt suicide message from her phone.’ He looks at me. ‘You really shouldn’t leave your phone lying about.’

      Tears fill my eyes. ‘Why are you doing this?’

      ‘Your grandfather,’ Neville says, voice high with excitement. ‘This is what this is about. An eye for an eye, and all that.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      He pulls up a chair close to me and sits down. ‘Your grandfather stole my life. He made a promise to save me and went back on his word.’

      ‘He should have protected my son,’ Nora chimes in, ‘but he treated him like a lab rat, was just like you, Daisy, always wanting answers. Why does a killer kill? Blah, blah, blah.’

      I stare at Neville then. ‘Oh God, you killed Adele and Rebecca.’

      He moves closer to my face. Pushes back my hair and my body stiffens as he kisses my neck. ‘You know, I quite fancied you.’ He kisses me again. ‘Even more so when I saw you⁠—’

      ‘Neville!’ his mother yells. ‘Stick to the plan.’

      Neville rises, leaving my body so tense, I feel like a waxwork.

      ‘“Why?”’ Neville says. ‘That’s all your grandfather wanted to know. Needed to understand how my mind worked, he said. So many questions. So many tests. Experiments. Different drugs. He even had me doing fucking yoga. But he would never get his answer, because I didn’t know why. Perhaps the day was too hot, or too cold, or too stormy. Perhaps it was because their hair was all wrong, or they were wearing the wrong shoes, or perhaps it was because I fucking hate Mondays.’ He laughs. ‘Your grandfather was obsessed with analysing me to the point I almost forgot why I took that knife to those girls. Of course, I wanted to punish them, that goes without saying, they were horrific bullies, after all. But it was more than that, and your grandfather knew it. There had been something inside of me waiting to explode for years – genetic perhaps, or maybe watching the way my father treated my mother. But it turned out I killed them because I wanted to – I enjoyed it. And now I very much want to kill you.’

      ‘Patience, Neville,’ Nora snaps, like she’s holding back a slavering dog who’s been promised steak.

      Tears roll down my burning cheeks, my pulse pounding. I’m a cat who’s run out of lives.

      ‘Your grandfather promised to take me to Scotland, give me a new life,’ Neville goes on. ‘Then he heard on the car radio how the girls’ deaths couldn’t have been an accident. He turned the car round as I slept, brought me to his Cottage Clinic and never let me go.’

      ‘You’re lying,’ I cry, but I know Grandad had secrets; I know that first-hand.

      ‘Your gran, up until she died, thought he was still seeing clients there, but he wasn’t. I was his only patient for a long time, and he made my life hell, as he tried to understand why I did it. He thought it would help him understand why your mother killed your father, if he monitored me daily.

      ‘But then my luck changed a year ago. He had a heart attack. Stumbled from the clinic to try and get help, and left the doors unlocked. When he was carted off to hospital, I got away.

      ‘Came home to Mother. Of course, nobody knew I’d been staying there. And Jeremy thinks I’m dead – which is another story, for another day. No, wait, you haven’t got another day.’ He laughs, cold, cruel.

      ‘When you turned up in Maple Close, started your podcast, we knew we had to scare you away,’ Nora says. ‘We didn’t want what happened to those girls to be back in the public eye. But then our plan evolved, as we realised this was a chance to get revenge on your grandfather.’

      ‘Mother has keys to all the houses.’

      ‘I’m trustworthy, you see.’ Nora giggles as she empties my rucksack onto a table, setting up my podcast equipment. ‘It was easy to put up cameras all over Number 4.’

      The thought settles, and I shudder. ‘You’ve been watching me?’

      Neville nods. ‘Loved seeing you strip off all your clothes the night of Paintgate.’ I cringe as he laughs. ‘Good old Lester. And of course I found you hosing yourself down in the garden hilarious. I almost gave myself away with my laughter.’ He pauses for a moment as though drinking in my unease. ‘The cameras were how we knew Jack was coming. I picked him up from the airport. Said I was a friend of yours and Jeremy’s. It was all so easy.

      ‘Once I got him back, Mother tranquilised him and we kept him in the attic of Number 3. Of course, we hadn’t factored on Clare’s daughter turning up. The risk he could be found earlier than we hoped was a worry, but thankfully, he wasn’t.’

      ‘As Neville says, all the information about Justine and Jack was gained from the cameras.’ Nora looks gleeful. ‘The crows were my idea. I’d seen them on the pavement, left out by Heather just after the murders, and felt a strong connection to them. Crows are such intelligent birds who fiercely protect their young.’ She chuckles. ‘I couldn’t believe my luck when that little girl picked up the second crow from the patio. I was putting it on the step, after unlocking the back door, when I saw her wriggling through the hedge. I hid, watched as she ran towards the bird and picked it up. She went into your kitchen, no fear, and I followed her, silently. And then she climbed into the dumb waiter. I knew you were down in your grandfather’s office from the cameras, and I thought it would be fun to send the child down.’

      ‘You’re crazy,’ I cry, but my words are weak.

      ‘I like to call it imaginative.’

      I look at Neville, take a deep breath. ‘Where have you been since you⁠—?’

      ‘Escaped? I’ve been living in Mother’s basement, where I was happy. I’ve always been a loner, enjoyed my own company. I must admit I was slightly worried someone might recognise me going in and out of your house. But I covered my face – and the truth is everyone is so wrapped up in themselves in Maple Close, they didn’t give me a second look.

      ‘Sometimes, I would sit in the garden, surrounded by the tall trees, wondering if Victoria could see me from her window.’ He pauses for a moment. ‘I was shocked to learn she survived my attack, even wondered if she’d seen me that night. But it seems she saw Zara not me, which was a stroke of luck. When I heard Zara went down for something I did, I felt a pang of guilt. She was my friend. But it didn’t last long. If she’s silly enough to spend years in prison for something she didn’t do, she’s a fool.’

      Nora taps her finger against her lips. Her beady grey eyes set on me. She’s finished faffing with my podcast gear.

      I look at Neville. ‘The school scarf?’

      ‘Oh, that’s my old scarf. I thought it would be amusing to say I found it in the wardrobe in the attic room.’

      Nora chuckles. ‘You are a naughty boy,’ she says.

      ‘Your grandfather kept the scarf, the gloves, my blazer – said it was incriminating evidence, if he ever needed it. I took them the day of his heart attack. It made me smile to see their blood – like a trophy.’ He tilts his head, and in a sickly voice, says, ‘I felt a bit sad parting with the blazer. Mother cleaned it especially.’

      ‘You parted with it?’

      ‘We dressed Jack up to be me. Put my old provisional licence in his pocket.’

      ‘You’ll never get away with it.’

      ‘Oh, but we will. Once your podcast goes live.’

      I feel sick, my stomach churning. I need to keep him talking; that’s what hostages do on TV. ‘And the photo I found in the suitcase?’

      He shrugs. ‘The bloke in the picture is Jack, and I’m guessing the woman is his ex.’ He leans forward and runs a finger down my cheek, then my neck, resting at the top of my breasts. ‘You know, it’s a shame. We could have had such fun.’

      ‘Enough!’ Nora yells. ‘I’ve made the cue cards.’ She points to several sheets of A4 paper. ‘We’re ready.’

      Neville wheels me towards the table and pulls out a knife, and my stomach heaves.

      It’s all there for me to begin. Nora is holding up the first sheet of paper for me to read from.

      ‘Let us begin,’ she says, as Neville presses a blade against my neck. ‘We’re recording in 3, 2, 1.’

      ‘Hello,’ I begin, my voice shaky as I read the words written in black marker pen, talking into the mic, aware my words will later go out to thousands of listeners. ‘I’m Daisy Cole, and this is Killer Mind Field.’ The blade presses against my skin, and I swallow. ‘There are some things I need to set straight.’ Nora nods. Smiles. ‘We know now that Zara didn’t kill Adele and Rebecca, or attack Victoria, but I know who did, and I can prove it.’ My eyes sting with more tears. Is this their plan? For me to accuse someone else on air. My grandad?

      Nora screws up the first piece of paper into a tight ball, and throws it to the floor, revealing a second. She glares at me, and Neville pushes the knife, so it nicks my skin. I cry out at the sharp pain, feel a warm trickle of blood. I blink away a blur of tears.

      ‘Read,’ Neville whispers close to my ear, his breath hot against my skin, and I know I have no choice.

      ‘I believe my grandfather killed those girls, and, just as I did with Kenneth Webber, I can prove it.’ My pulse races, as I watch Nora clench her fists with excitement. ‘I also believe he killed Neville Collins. I recently found an old school scarf in my grandfather’s attic room. I think it belonged to Neville. He must have been in the house after the girls died.

      ‘The night of the girls’ murder, my father died at my childhood home twenty minutes from Maple Close. When my grandad arrived at the scene he was covered in blood, and seemed anxious, which at the time I put down to my father’s death. But now… now I…’ The knife nicks me again, and I yelp. I’m going to die. ‘I think he’s a killer.’

      None of what I’m reading aloud is true, and I hope my listeners will pick up on the tears in my voice. Or will they think I’m upset because of what I’m saying? Will they ask themselves why I’m accusing him? Will they want to know why he did it? Nora reveals the next page. Just a sentence.

      ‘And I believe he’s going to kill again.’

      Neville removes the knife from my neck. Ends the recording.

      ‘If you’re using the scarf to⁠—’

      ‘The scarf is long gone, as are the gloves. We just wanted you to mention it to convince listeners Neville was in your grandfather’s house.’ He looks down at his phone. ‘Where is he?’ he says, his voice tense.

      ‘He’ll be here,’ Nora says, a glint in her eye.

      ‘Who? My grandad?’ I ask.

      ‘Shut the fuck up.’ Neville is agitated now, turning on the spot. ‘This won’t work if he doesn’t come.’

      ‘He will,’ Nora reassures him.

      ‘Daisy!’ It’s Grandad’s voice in the distance.

      The smile exchanged between Nora and Neville is sickening.

      Nora picks up her black handbag and leaves the projector booth.
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          JEREMY

        

      

    

    
      ‘Daisy!’ Jeremy calls once more, the hope in his voice echoing around the abandoned building. He hasn’t felt like this since his son died. Daisy is the most important thing in the world to him, and if his mistakes have made her take her own life, he will never forgive himself.

      He makes his way into the auditorium. A Nightmare on Elm Street is frozen on the screen. Daisy wouldn’t have put the film on, would she?

      ‘Tell me why.’ The voice comes from behind him, and he turns swiftly to see Nora. ‘Why you took my son from me.’

      His stomach tips, he knows now what this is about. ‘Where’s Daisy?’

      ‘He told me how you locked him away for almost ten years. Experimenting on my darling boy.’

      ‘How…?’

      She narrows her eyes, a small smile twitching her lips. ‘You thought he was dead.’

      How can Neville be alive? He’d buried him. ‘Where is he?’ Jeremy cries, spinning on the spot. ‘Where’s Daisy?’

      ‘Tell me why,’ Nora says again, stepping forward.

      But he can’t tell her why, because he can’t be sure of his reasons, even now. He’d looked at the sleeping boy next to him in the car that day, knowing he couldn’t turn him in; he was too like his own boy at that age – the son he’d lost so tragically. But he couldn’t set him free, either. What if he killed again?

      He’d taken him to his Cottage Clinic, cancelled all his appointments indefinitely, convinced if he studied the boy, he would understand the mind of a killer, may even be able to cure him. May even find out why Bernice killed his son. But it had got out of hand – experimenting with drugs and procedures. There had been no way back. He was forever bound to the boy.

      His eyes drift up to the balcony, where, through the shadows, Neville and Daisy appear. Neville has a knife to Daisy’s throat.

      ‘Daisy!’ he calls, relief she’s alive coursing through him. Without a second’s thought, he barges past Nora, and dives out through the foyer, taking the stairs, yelling Daisy’s name.

      He feels sick as he races through the double doors leading to the balcony, knows if he moves too close to the unstable man, he’ll kill his precious granddaughter. But he has to do something.

      ‘Our plan is in place, Jeremy.’ Nora is behind him. ‘They’ll believe you killed those girls, then Daisy, then yourself. There’s no way out. This is the end for you.’

      ‘Grandad, run!’ Daisy cries. ‘They’re going to kill me anyway, but you can save yourself.’

      Nora laughs. ‘You think he’ll have any life if he runs? Once they find you dead and your last ever podcast goes live, your grandfather will spend his final days in prison.’
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Daisy

      

      

      Neville yanks me up in front of him in a vice-like grip, his pungent sweat invading my nostrils, the blade so close to my neck.

      ‘You’re such a light little thing,’ he says. ‘It would be so easy to slice your throat and throw you over.’

      I’m trembling, my stomach knotted. These people are evil. Twisted. We’re going to die.

      It happens in a blur – Grandad surges forward towards Neville, and thuds against him. Neville drops the knife, releasing his grip on me. I collapse to the floor still weak from the drugs.

      ‘Noooooo!’ Nora screams, guttural and desperate, as Grandad grabs her son, and the two crash as one towards the edge of the balcony.

      ‘Grandad,’ I cry, as they struggle, thumping and pushing each other, until, in a moment of tangled anger, the two fall sideways, Grandad losing his balance, falling from the balcony to the auditorium below.

      I scream, the sheer horror giving me the strength to grab the knife. I push myself to my feet, adrenaline doing most of the work – fight or flight has kicked in as I lunge towards Neville, the knife sliding into his stomach with ease. He topples backwards, Nora screaming, racing towards him, but he’s over the edge before she can grab him. The pain in his cry will haunt me forever.

      Nora rushes forward, grabs my neck with strong hands, fingers, squeezing, squeezing. I kick and thump the air, weakening as black dots appear in my vision, memories of Justine darting through my thoughts. The strength I had a moment ago has diminished. I’m going to die.

      And then she’s lying on top of me, limp, lifeless, no longer pressing the life from me.

      ‘Grandad,’ I whisper, seeing him pushing Nora’s body from me, blood gushing from his forehead – the bloodied third crow falling from his hand to the floor.

      ‘Daisy,’ he says, taking me in his arms. ‘I got it all so wrong.’
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      My hands shake as I open the door of the Land Rover. It’s been two days since I lost my grandfather. My emotions are all over the place. Despite his head wound, when he fell from the balcony, he found the strength to climb the stairs – the strength to save me. He died in the ambulance on the way to hospital from a bleed on the brain. I’m not sure I’ll ever come to terms with the loss of the only person left in the world who truly loved me.

      On his second fall from the cursed balcony, Neville’s luck ran out. He broke his neck. Died instantly.

      Nora, despite Grandad plunging the ornamental crow into her skull, only suffered concussion. She’s in police custody, charged with attempted murder and kidnapping. She hasn’t spoken, possibly due to shock, but I know she will eventually tell the police how my grandfather abducted her son eleven years ago, after he discovered Neville was a killer. I loved my grandad, but I know, for whatever reason, he drifted to the darker side. I asked him, as he was losing his grip on life, why he let Zara take the blame, despite knowing Neville was guilty. He said he’d been certain Neville and Zara had committed the crime together – Neville had never corrected him.

      The real Jack is in hospital, now out of danger. He hadn’t had food or water for days, so it’s a miracle he survived. Thank goodness little Ida found him when she did. His ex-partner Bella is on her way over from Florida, and so is his mum, Maureen, who, as well as seeing her son, wants to say her goodbyes to my grandad at his funeral. If I’m honest, I don’t think it’s fully sunk in that he’s gone. Or that he wasn’t the man I thought he was.

      Victoria’s head injury needed stitches, but she’s doing OK. The fact that she was forced to leave her home after Neville and Nora’s attack meant she got talking with Pamela about Adele and Rebecca. It seemed to give them both comfort. Pamela offered again to give Victoria surgery on her scars for free. Victoria hasn’t committed. But she has admitted that Mark James never touched Adele. She’s aware she should have spoken out at the time. If she had, maybe the traumatic events that followed could have been prevented – though the man had manipulated Lester and Zara.

      As I stand, motionless, next to the Land Rover, trying to find my inner strength to climb inside, a police car pulls into the cul-de-sac, and parks on Lester’s drive. Two officers climb out and Lester appears through his front door, hands up as though surrendering, his father behind him, looking small and helpless. With more than a hint of drama, Lester drops to his knees and starts to sob.

      ‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ he cries, his words carrying on the light breeze. ‘I wanted to teach them a lesson. They were blackmailing you.’

      I wish I could feel sympathy for the sobbing man, but I can’t. He may have attacked the girls to protect his father, but he was happy for his father to take the blame at the time, and I’ll never forgive him for Paintgate.

      Craig appears through his back gate and hurries over to Lester as a police officer reads him his rights.

      ‘Craig, forgive me, mate,’ Lester cries, as Craig and Derek pull the giant man to his feet. ‘Mark needed your passport to see Zara. He pretended he was you so nobody suspected him. I’m sorry, you’re a mate, I’m sorry, I’m a fucking fool.’

      As Lester is ushered into a police car, and Derek buries his face in his hands, silently sobbing, I go to step towards an officer, wanting to tell them about the night I saw Lester throw something in the river – but stop before I reach her. Lester has already confessed to being part of the ritual, and I can’t be certain of what I saw. Is it really likely he held on to incriminating evidence for eleven years?

      As the police car pulls out of the close, and Derek returns to his house, closing the door behind him, my eyes drift to the Landens’ property. Zara stands at the window, her palm pressed against the glass, watching Lester being taken away. Even from this distance I see the smile on her face.

      The cul-de-sac will change now. Craig’s spoken of selling up, as have the Landen family, and there’s a ‘for sale’ sign outside Clare Davis’ house.

      I will sell my grandparents’ properties – though I’m not sure what else my future holds. Right now, I need to head to the Cottage Clinic where Grandad held Neville for so long. It’s not going to be easy stepping inside the place for the first time since I was a child, but I need to see where it happened. For now, Nora hasn’t mentioned the clinic to the police, but it’s only a matter of time before she does. I can’t waste a moment.

      I climb into the Land Rover. Dazed and zoned out I start the engine. For a moment, I sit, casting a hand across my neck, feeling the scabs where Neville’s knife nicked my skin, the ache from where Nora tried to throttle me, unsure I’ll ever come to terms with everything that’s happened.

      A tap on the window brings me out of my reverie. It’s Craig, and I open the window. With us both selling up, I have no idea if we will keep in touch, and my head is too full right now to think about dating, relationships, all that stuff. But I like him, and I don’t want to lose him from my life.

      ‘You OK?’ he says.

      I shrug, shake my head. ‘It’s going to take a while.’

      ‘I’m here, if you need me, you know that right?’ He glances at my neck. ‘You’re bleeding.’

      I feel the trickle of blood and shiver, grab a tissue from my bag, press it against my skin.

      ‘You need to let them heal, Daisy,’ he says.
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      I drive onto the cobbles at the front of the clinic. I don’t know what I hope to find out here but guess it’s more about trying to understand what drove my grandfather to hold Neville here for so long.

      Car locked, I head for a window where the blind is slightly open. I arch my hand and peer in. Cobwebs, like candyfloss, grip my fingers, and an angry spider hurries up the glass. I can’t see inside, so step onto the path, and let myself in with the key I found in Grandad’s office. The green, peeling door opens into an area with a desk and filing cabinets, possibly where a receptionist once sat. It’s not at all how I remember. Nothing like Gran and Grandad’s first home I loved so much as a child.

      There’s a smell – unpleasant, as though something has died here. Every surface is covered in thick dust and cobwebs. There’s little light coming through the gaps in the blinds, so I reach for a switch and flick it. Nothing. There’s no power, so I open the blinds, revealing grubby windows.

      I make my way through a door into what must have been my grandfather’s office. It’s very different to his grand office in the basement at Maple Close: small, practical but not fancy.

      In the hallway, stairs lead down to a basement. Is it where Neville was held? My stomach lurches. Can I really face it? What if he was kept in chains? What if Grandad held him in a straitjacket? How would I ever forgive him if he tortured the boy?

      I should turn back. But whatever’s down there calls to me. I need to know.

      I descend the stairs slowly, checking behind me every few seconds, and unlock the bolted door at the bottom.

      Inside, the room is dark, though light streams down the stairs highlighting a swivel chair. I step into the room, flicking on my phone torch. Had my grandfather really tested out different medications on Neville? Hypnotised him? Put him through endless questions and tests? He wanted to understand why someone kills, and I get that, I’m curious, too, but this is too much.

      In front of the swivel chair is a small round table. It appears there’s nothing else down here. I shine my torch around the room, the beam bouncing off one of the walls. It’s made of glass. I step closer, pressing my eyes against the glass. It’s another room: a bed, a kitchen area, a toilet, a TV. Is this where Neville was kept? Where my grandfather observed him?

      The smell is stronger here, like something rotting, and I spot a dead rat near my feet. Feeling sick, I race up the stairs, hurrying to the front door and flinging it open, needing air.

      After several long deep breaths, I make my way back inside, and into the lounge, a familiar part of the cottage. Much like the office area, it’s thick with dust and cobwebs. There’s a bookshelf rammed with books, and I head towards it, scan the titles. Studies on the Yorkshire Ripper, Ted Bundy, the Zodiac Killer and other murderers fill the shelves.

      Along the bottom shelf is a row of more than a dozen ring binders, each one numbered, all with Neville Collins’ name written along the spine with marker pen.

      I pick up the first folder, sit down on the dusty sofa and open it to see my grandfather’s familiar spiky writing:

      
        
        2015

        Neville is in the glass room, sedated. Though I’ve observed patients there before, I’ve never studied a killer. The room will need adapting in the long-term. I will make it a home of sorts for him. I feel for Nora, but this man killed two women, mutilated another. If I take him to the police, he will be worse off. This way, I get the chance to study him, learn from him. This way, I may find out why a killer kills, why my daughter-in-law killed my son.

      

      

      I read until my eyes are sore, then pull out another file, and then another.

      
        
        2020

        Covid has made things easier for me. I can stay at the clinic, and nobody notices my absence at Maple Close. I’ve done so many tests on Neville. Tried out hypnosis, which points to extreme anger towards his biological father, something I always believed was his trigger. He doesn’t seem to have any of the usual serial-killer traits, no cruelty to animals as a child, no fire-starting, though he has wet the bed several times since he’s been here, and he told me his biological father would ridicule him if he did so at home. At times I feel for him, he went through hell as a child. But then I remember the rage that’s inside him.

        

        2021

        Today Neville told me he killed his father. I asked him to explain, after all he was only six, and he told me he wouldn’t give him his hoodie, that he wanted him to die. I asked him to explain more, and it appears the day of the crash that killed his parents, his father told him to pass him his hooded jacket to stem the blood. He refused. Knew that if he didn’t give it to him, the man might die. I tried to tell him that he was only a child, that he couldn’t have known. Neville smiled then and whispered, ‘I knew.’

        

        2023

        Progression made today. If Neville believes someone to be his father, he kills – cruelly and grotesquely – it’s fascinating to watch. Helps me to understand why Bernice, my daughter-in-law, killed my son. It wasn’t hard to find a victim – I used an old patient suffering with paedophilic disorder, a horrible man.

        

        2025

        I returned from hospital today to find Neville’s mutilated body, his head and face crushed – he was unrecognisable – though still wearing the jeans and checked shirt I’d left him in. My heart attack meant I’d left the clinic without doing my usual lock-up procedure. Another old patient I’d brought in to do more experiments on had attacked Neville and broken free. I’ve buried Neville in the garden with the patient he killed in 2023 and will close the clinic forever – though I’ll never sell the place, not when there are two bodies in the garden.

      

      

      My stomach heaves. My grandfather allowed Neville to kill here at the Cottage Clinic, and it’s clear, in hindsight, that Neville killed the second patient when Grandad was in hospital, then disguised the body to look like him.

      I throw up all over the floor, coughing, spluttering, tears burning my eyes. This is all too much.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I race into the kitchen, start rummaging in drawers.

      Nobody can find out what happened here.

      I finally find a box of matches, and race back to the lounge, begin ripping the pages from the files, building them up like a toxic bonfire. This whole place needs to go up. Nothing can remain.

      I strike match after match, watching the paper ignite. The blaze grows and grows, and I’m unable to tear my eyes away from the flickering flames as they eventually catch the curtains, crawl up the furniture and whip through the building.

      I’m back. Back to that day in 2015 when my father died.

      ‘Mum!’ I cry, rushing from my bedroom to see flames driving up the landing curtains. ‘What the hell?’

      Her eyes are wide and vacant as she stares though the door of the bedroom she shares with my dad. Fire is spreading towards the bed where he appears to be sleeping.

      I go to run into the room to wake him, but she pushes past me, slams the bedroom door, locks it and pockets the key. I scream, lash out at her. ‘Let him out!’

      My dad is yelling. Hammering on the door, coughing. ‘Unlock the door, Bernice. What the hell’s going on?’

      She presses her finger against her lips, looks into my eyes. ‘Shh,’ she says. ‘This will be our little secret.’

      ‘Why?’ I cry. ‘What did we ever do to you?’

      ‘You leave me out of your little chats,’ she says like a child. ‘Your happiness. It’s just not fair. And now he wants to leave. Take you with him. I won’t allow it.’

      ‘Oh God, let him out!’ I scream as I rattle the door handle, flames shooting up the landing curtain. ‘Dad!’

      She grabs me, flings me across the landing. But I’m stronger. I seize her arm, and with uncontrollable rage, shove her into the fire.

      She runs at me, screaming, flames licking her clothes. ‘Daisy! Help me!’

      I do nothing as she yells, writhing, flaming arms failing. She drops to the floor, rolls around in agony, trying to put out the flames.

      ‘Shh,’ I say, as her skin reddens and blisters. ‘This will be our little secret.’
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            EPILOGUE

          

          THREE YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      It’s taken a long time to come to terms with the fact I killed my mother. OK, my grandad had done some awful things, which I will never understand, but if he were here, would he understand what I did? My actions. My hatred for my mother. Yes, I think he might. In fact, I’m sure he always knew.

      Lying in the flame-filled room at the Cottage Clinic that day three years ago, I hadn’t wanted to live. Happy to go up in flames with the building. I made no attempt to crawl out. Certain I had nothing to crawl out for.

      And then I heard his voice. ‘Daisy, wake up. Please, wake up.’

      Within moments, I was scooped up and taken outside, heard sirens blaring.

      He risked his life for me. Craig. He’d followed me to the clinic, worried about me. Thought I looked dazed, not quite there, as I’d driven away earlier, leaving him standing on the drive.

      ‘I wasn’t stalking you,’ he’d joked a few weeks later. ‘I felt something was up. I hung about outside the clinic for an hour or so, was about to pull away, when I saw the flames.’

      I was grateful, realised then that I loved him. But I wasn’t sure I deserved him. I killed my mother.

      Memories came back after that, clear, in focus. I’d tried to save my dad. Retrieved the key from my mother’s corpse, my sleeve catching fire. But I was too late. A fire officer had found me curled up next to the body of my dad, unconscious.

      As for my grandfather’s clinic, the fire I started gutted the building. I sold the land to developers, who are waiting for planning permission. The body of the man my grandfather allowed Neville to kill, and the man he buried thinking it was Neville, will be discovered, I realise that. Though I’m not sure they will ever uncover what happened there.

      I’m living in Scotland now, and, after finally finishing my two years’ supervised practice in forensic psychology, I have a job working with the police.

      For a while, after everything that happened, I felt so alone. My own doing, I cut everyone off. Disappeared into a black void. But things are getting better. I see Craig often now. He never gave up trying to be part of my life, and who knows what the future might hold.

      Heather writes sometimes, her letters always gushing with thanks for what I did for Zara, who is:

      
        
        …doing very well indeed! Has some art in a gallery in St. Albans.

      

      

      Lester and Mark are now out of prison – should have been longer, in my opinion, but then who am I to talk?

      I’ve had a couple of ideas sent to me for podcasts, but declined both due to… well, not wanting to do another podcast ever again.

      In good news, I never imagine my mother is calling. There’s no longer a monster hiding just out of sight. I often wonder if the calls were my conscience nagging me to face the truth.

      Wearing heels and a black skirt suit, my hair now the chestnut-brown it was when I was a child, I head towards the detective inspector who is working on a local murder case, and hand him a folder.

      ‘It looks as though we have a serial killer on our hands,’ I say, and as he takes the file, he sighs deeply. ‘It’s the same MO,’ I go on, my voice confident and strong. ‘We’re looking for a white male in his thirties or forties. Probably lives with an elderly parent, or alone.’

      ‘Thanks, Daisy. This doesn’t look good, does it? Four women in less than a month.’ He shakes his head, walks away, shoulders slumped as though he’s carrying their deaths on his back, but I’m OK with it – well not the deaths, obviously, but the journey into this killer’s mind. I may have toned down my look, but my head is still buzzing, desperate to know how a murderer’s mind works.

      And, let’s face it, who better to have that insight, than a killer?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        MORE FROM AMANDA BRITTANY

      

      

      Another book from Amanda Brittany is available to order now here:

      https://mybook.to/AmandaBrittanyBook4
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            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading! Don't forget to leave a review and share on social media to help spread the word. Your support means so much to us and our authors!
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            MORE FROM AMANDA BRITTANY

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed reading The Girls of Maple Close. If you did, please leave a review. If you’d like to gift a copy, this book is available to purchase in paperback, hardback, large print and audio.

      

      
        
        Another utterly heart-pounding psychological thriller from Amanda Brittany is available to buy now by clicking on the image below:
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