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Dedication

For Paul Sainsbury, and the incredible team at the Hampshire and IOW Police Dog Section.


OceanofPDF.com



Epigraph


The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.



Attributed to Edmund Burke, 1729–1797
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PROLOGUE

The memory stick is small and shaped like a pineapple. It lies half-buried, gaudy yellow and green sticking out of the mud. Daniel grabs it first. Takes the rubber cap off and holds it out on his palm as the other boys stare.

‘What d’you think’s on it?’ one asks.

They throw around theories – breathlessly talking about spies and James Bond – all ridiculous.

‘It’s probably nothing,’ Daniel replies, shaking his head at their childish enthusiasm. ‘Boring adult stuff, I bet.’ But he reverently re-caps it, curls his fist around it. Thrusts it in his pocket for later, claiming the prize as his own.

Daniel’s the oldest in his year, just turned twelve, and he wears this status like battle armour. A necessity in this new world: the first week of secondary school, the place huge and disorientating, the kids bigger and smarter. He chose his new friends carefully, brought them to Broken House to test their mettle. His favourite hangout. Would they balk when he asked them to come, rather than walking straight home as their parents instructed? Would they hesitate as they ran the mile down the old potholed track? So far, no complaints, but faced with this new discovery, Daniel finds himself secretive. This is his hideout, so the memory stick belongs to him.

‘Come on,’ he says. ‘I’ll show you the inside.’

They push through the back door, the lock already broken, and explore the old house. Broken House is a nickname, but appropriate: wallpaper peeling, windows boarded. The furniture growing dank and mouldy as years turned into a decade.

‘What? She never came back?’ the smaller boy says to Daniel as he explains the history, the uncertainty quivering in his voice.

‘Just disappeared,’ Daniel whispers. It’s dark here, no streetlights this far out of town, and the fading sun turns shadows into ghouls. ‘Her husband killed her. Buried her in the walls.’ The boys glance around and Daniel smiles. ‘Stay long enough and her ghost will appear.’

‘What was her name?’ one asks.

‘Laura something.’

‘Lauren,’ Daniel corrects him. ‘Lauren Shaw.’

‘Have you seen her?’

‘Only once. I stayed the night. And I felt her, her fingers on my skin.’ He shivers involuntarily at the made-up memory. He had done no such thing, but he enjoys the look on the other boys’ faces. The admiration, the respect. ‘She didn’t hurt me. She knew I wasn’t scared.’

With this, the boys lose their bravado. Throwing nervous glances into the gloom, they claim it’s late, that they have to get home or their mum will be mad, and Daniel follows them out, chuckling at their foolishness. It’s all rubbish – even the story about her being dead. Lauren Shaw left with another man; his mum told him. Her disappearance was all over the news at the time. But Daniel can’t help looking back. Shivering, feeling a cold hand running down his spine.

Hours later, once Daniel is home in the comfort and warm, he remembers the memory stick and digs it out of the pocket of his discarded school uniform. Curious, he plugs it into his laptop, but there’s an error, and it doesn’t load. He takes it out, wipes at the metal, blows down the end, and tries again. This time something happens. The computer shows one folder with one file. One video. He clicks.

Slowly, it begins. The data corrupted, black-and-white snow, muffled voices, stuttering and starting until a darkened room reveals itself: a bed in the middle, the duvet rumpled. Two people – Naked! he thinks, result! But as he watches, his skin prickles. He’s never seen stuff like this before – a glimpse on the TV maybe, before his mum turned it off – but instinctively he knows this is wrong. The man is lying over the woman. He is gripping her throat, the other hand holding her arms above her head. She’s barely moving while he… he…

Daniel clicks the mouse, pauses the video. He doesn’t like it, doesn’t like the way his skin crawls, how it makes him feel. He stares at the stationary image of the woman and in his daze, he doesn’t notice his bedroom door opening and his mum coming inside, her arms loaded with laundry. She peers over his shoulder.

‘What’s that?’ she asks and he jumps, staring up at his mum. Guilt sweats from his pores as she peers closer.

‘What is this, Daniel? Is it porn?’

His face flushes. ‘I… I… No. I found it. Honestly, I did. At Broken House—’

‘Bracken House. I told you, Dan. Stop calling it that.’

He rolls his eyes. ‘I found it at Bracken House. After school.’ He leans back, pointing at the memory stick poking out the side of his laptop. ‘It was lying in the garden.’

He stares up at her, but she doesn’t seem angry. Just distracted, her gaze locked on the screen.

‘Press play,’ she says slowly. He does as he’s told.

The awful scene starts up again – the woman’s face contorted, shouting now as the man stops and moves away. She sits up, covering herself with the duvet, crying, her distress clear. Then it cuts to black.

His mum looks at Daniel. ‘You found this at Bracken House?’

‘Yeah. Why?’

‘Because…’ She stops, takes control of the mouse and rewinds the video, pausing on a shot of the woman’s face. His mum points at the screen.

‘Isn’t that…’ she begins, hesitantly. ‘Isn’t that Lauren Shaw?’
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DAY ONE – TUESDAY
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CHAPTER ONE

PC Lucy Halliday hadn’t meant to be late. But her uniform was dirty, Iggy puked up in the garden, she’d run out of milk for her mandatory coffee so had to stop on the way, and somehow time got away from her. She looks at her watch and swears under her breath – the briefing has already begun, coppers and dog handlers gathered at the edge of the garden.

‘Glad you could make it,’ Brian Miller whispers with a smile as Lucy sneaks up to the edge of the group. An experienced police search advisor – or PolSA – Brian’s used to Lucy’s ways. He glances back to the car, where Lucy’s specialist search dog is waiting. ‘We’re going to need everything Moss can give today.’

‘What have we got?’ Lucy asks, not having had time to read the briefing notes before she ran out of the house.

‘Missing woman. Been gone ten years. Although Ellis is now convinced she might be here. Buried,’ he adds ominously, shifting his gaze to the large expanse of garden.

The group are standing at the end of a long gravel track, next to the rendezvous point for the search. A few ramshackle canopies have been erected over two fold-out tables – Miller’s home for the foreseeable future. In front of them, a huge house looms, surrounded by a yawning stretch of overgrown garden. She’s heard the rumours. She knows the reputation of this place.

‘Are we talking about Lauren Shaw?’ Lucy replies. ‘I thought she left with a lover?’

‘Apparently not,’ Miller says, his voice trailing off as Jack Ellis, the DCI and senior investigating officer, stops talking. He stares at them both. Unlike her, he clearly had a shower that morning, and looks smart in a crisp dark grey suit, white shirt and blue tie. Despite the warm September day, Lucy feels the chill from his strange blue-grey eyes and murmurs an apology; one of the licensed search officers asks a question, saving them from their ignominy.

‘What makes you think she was killed?’ the LSO says.

DCI Jack Ellis switches his attention. ‘Lauren Shaw was reported missing on Wednesday the seventh of May 2014 by her older sister, Maggie Shaw. The initial investigation concluded that she’d simply left – a theory the husband, Declan Cox, corroborated. However, recent intel shows Lauren in a violent altercation with a man, timestamped a week after she was reported missing. I would therefore like to explore the possibility that Lauren returned on this date and was killed, her body hidden in the grounds.’

‘They were having sex,’ Miller whispers to Lucy. ‘Lauren and this man. Didn’t look consensual. A local kid found it in the garden here on a memory stick.’

Lucy winces. ‘Nasty.’

‘Yeah. His mum walked in while he was watching it and recognised Lauren Shaw.’

‘Wasn’t the area searched at the time?’

‘PC Halliday?’ Jack’s voice carries across the group. ‘Do you have a question?’

‘Yes, sorry, DCI Ellis,’ Lucy replies, her voice curt and formal. ‘I simply wondered why the house and grounds weren’t searched when Ms Shaw initially went missing?’

‘Full searches are time-consuming and costly. With no evidence to the contrary, it was felt that the most likely explanation was correct.’

‘And ten years later you expect us to find something?’ she retorts, all eyes swivelling back to her.

‘I understood this dog unit was one of the best in the country. Was I wrong?’

Lucy sucks on her teeth. A few responses come to mind, but she swallows them back. ‘No, sir,’ she replies, leaning heavily on the sarcastic sir. ‘If she’s here, we’ll find her.’

‘Good,’ Jack says, and looks away, but her tone has hit home. He’s hurt, and trying not to show it. He glances to his second in command, DS Amrit Gill, then back to the group. ‘PC Brian Miller will be our PolSA,’ – next to her, Brian nods – ‘and I’ll leave it to him to brief the search. Come to me or DS Gill if you have any further questions.’

And with that he steps away from the group, striding back to his car.

Conversation breaks out among the team, Brian heading to his tent to get started, LSOs and dog handlers waiting for their instructions. Lucy pauses as Amrit Gill walks over to join her. Amrit’s cheeks are bright in the warmth of the morning, her black curls tied neatly in a low bun. She says a brief hello, then leans forward, glancing at her boss’s departing back, clearly with a secret to tell.

‘That’s the official line,’ she says, sotto voce. ‘Off the record, that video has created a buzz on the upper floors.’

Lucy’s curiosity is piqued. ‘The chief constable’s taken an interest in a ten-year-old misper?’

‘Rumour has it, he’s a big country-and-western fan. David Shaw was one of his favourites.’

‘Ah.’ It’s starting to make sense. David Shaw, a huge star of the Seventies, was the missing woman’s father. This big house in front of them is part of his legacy, and even though he’s now dead, Lucy’s sure the press will be sniffing around soon. ‘So, Jack’s doing as he’s told,’ she replies.

‘And is under pressure to get a result,’ Amrit adds. ‘Be nice.’

‘I’m always nice,’ Lucy says sweetly.

‘You know what I mean.’

Amrit turns, her smile vanishing when she sees Jack watching from his car. She gives Lucy a final grimace, then leaves, walking across to where Jack is waiting.

Lucy’s fond of Amrit, and she’d like to think that over the last few years working together they’ve become friends. But DS Amrit Gill’s loyalties must lie with her boss, and in any war, the soldiers must take sides.

Nearly three years ago, Lucy’s husband Nico went missing. And twenty months later, Jack headed up the investigation into his murder when his body was found in local woodland, forging an unlikely friendship that Lucy had cherished. But last February, that all came crashing down when Jack told her that he’d been holding back on some information from that case – bloody important information, in Lucy’s opinion – and she hasn’t been able to forgive him since.

Lucy hears her name called and, with a final glance to the SIO, she turns and heads towards Miller, Jack’s eyes boring into her back.



Three hours later, sweaty and tired, Lucy takes a well-earned break, sitting in the shade of an old oak tree in a cleared area of the garden. Sturdy and broad, its roots push up like tentacles through the dry mud; next to her, Moss, her black spaniel, laps enthusiastically at the bowl of water she provided and then sits at her side, mouth wide, pink tongue panting in the heat.

He’s a springer-working cocker cross, a bonkers cocktail of high energy and intelligence that makes for a perfect police search dog. He came to Lucy when she joined the dog unit over two years ago, and while at the time it was a move made under a dark cloud, she has zero regrets now. Lucy has two dogs – a general-purpose German shepherd called Iggy, trained to track and attack, and Moss, a specialist search dog. They have become her world, and she loves her job.

It’s September, but an Indian summer, the heat settling in the mid-twenties as the sun beats down on the team. The other VRD and handler are still working; she can just catch glimpses of the liver-spotted springer spaniel, tail waggling furiously as it sniffs. VRDs, or victim recovery dogs, like Moss, may look cute but are trained in the grizzliest of disciplines – to find blood and, in this case, cadavers. But neither of them has come up trumps yet.

They started by letting the dogs roam in a free search. Off lead, the dogs ran, following their noses, looking for obvious smells, but came up with nothing. No more than Lucy expected, but always worth a try. Since then, they’ve been systematically assessing the garden. Identifying where a dead body is most likely to have been buried, evaluating it with a critical eye. Is there anywhere where the nettles are higher, where the foliage looks as if it’s benefitted from extra nutrients? Does the ground dip at a particular point, where something may have decomposed underneath? They consider human behaviour, too. They’re in the middle of nowhere, but even so, nobody in their right mind would bury a body in the centre of the lawn. They go for the edges, out of the way of prying eyes, where there aren’t any trees or pesky roots to get in the way of digging.

This left them with a top five of potential sites. They ran a probe down each one – a long metal pole – creating evenly spaced holes and assessing whether the ground has been dug up. You get a feel for it over the years – previously disturbed ground is easier to push through. And then it’s up to the dog. Methodically checking each hole for the smells of blood and decomposition.

But so far, they’ve come up with nothing.

Lucy looks over to the far side, where Amrit’s talking to Miller, their faces grave as they consider the remaining spots on the grid search. And they’ve not even started on the house.

It’s a huge place, glorious in its day but left to rot for the ten years since Lauren Shaw disappeared. It stands, double fronted, three floors, in a vast expanse of garden. Two bay windows stand proud either side of the canopied black front door, columns flanked by two stone lions. It’s called Bracken House for a reason: the large green ferns have taken over the grounds, choking the plant life and stretching up to the sky with their bright green fronds.

Despite the warmth of the sun, Lucy feels a chill. Icy fingers reach out to her sunburned neck as she looks at the blackened windows, some boarded, others rotted and smashed, creating a malevolent wink. A test for anyone who might want to go inside. She spots Amrit walking across to her, clutching two cans of Diet Coke; Lucy takes one gratefully, pressing the cold metal against her cheek as Amrit collapses on the grass next to her.

‘A present from the boss,’ Amrit says, cracking hers with a burst of bubbles. ‘He’s just arrived back with them. Complete with cool box and ice.’

Lucy grunts, snapping her ring pull and pressing her mouth against the cold sweet fizz. In the distance, Jack is talking to Miller, his besuited tall, slender figure obvious against the scruff of the dog handlers.

‘You two still aren’t talking, then,’ Amrit continues, getting straight to the point.

Lucy scowls, taking a long gulp. She would refuse the can out of principle but in this heat, it’s just what she needs. ‘I’ve said all I want to on the matter,’ she mutters instead, pushing her fingers into Moss’s soft fur.

‘So, instead you’re turning up late to briefings and glaring at him from a distance?’

‘Look, Amrit, I know your allegiances have to lie with your boss, but it’s not fair to have a go at me. I’m not at fault here.’

Amrit sighs, leaning back, her arms propping her up. ‘This isn’t about taking sides, Lucy. I’m your friend, and I’m Jack’s second in command. He knows he was in the wrong. And he’s apologised.’ She pauses, squinting at Lucy through the sunshine. ‘He misses you.’

‘He said that?’

‘He’s here, isn’t he? How many DCIs do you know who would personally supervise a house and garden search? He knew you’d be here.’

Amrit has a point. ‘He should have told me,’ Lucy replies.

‘He thought he was protecting you. The whole situation – it was complicated.’

Lucy may not agree with Amrit on everything to do with the end of the friendship between her and Jack, but she was right about that – it was complicated.

Because Nico had been murdered. And before Nico died, he’d confessed to his killer that Lucy ‘needed to know what happened to her sister’ – information later passed on to Jack. A sister Lucy has no knowledge of, and it’s thrown her into a loop ever since.

‘I have a sister!’ Lucy hisses to Amrit. ‘I had no idea. He knew and he didn’t tell me.’

‘No – Nico said something vague to his killer before he died. There’s no guarantee that you actually do. Nico could have been lying, or delirious.’

‘Jack should have told me.’

Amrit gives her a sympathetic look. ‘Yes, he should have. And he’s admitted as much.’

Moss has been sitting nicely by Lucy’s side throughout this exchange, but now bored, he gets to his feet, pressing his wet nose against Lucy’s cheek. She pushes him away, laughing, and the dog pauses, panting hot dog-breath into her face.

Seeing Miller is now alone, Lucy says, ‘We have to get on,’ and tips the dregs of the cold soda into her mouth. She gets to her feet, pulling Amrit up from the grass, and the two of them walk across to Miller, Moss trotting happily at Lucy’s side.

Amrit’s attention is pulled to the right, towards the main gate. ‘Oh, shit,’ she mutters, and Lucy follows her gaze to where a woman is standing, talking to Jack.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Maggie Shaw,’ Amrit replies. ‘The older sister. We asked her to stay away today.’

‘But she owns the house?’

‘No, it still belongs to Lauren Shaw. Her husband, Declan, has been looking after it – but not particularly well, as you can see for yourself. That’s a sore point, it seems.’

‘Good luck,’ Lucy says, knowing how difficult it is to keep loved ones away from police investigations.

‘Thanks.’ Amrit takes a few paces, then turns to Lucy. ‘Just think about it,’ Amrit adds. ‘Look at this from Jack’s point of view – he didn’t do it to hurt you. Let him back in.’

Lucy screws her face up, annoyed, watching as Amrit walks up to Maggie Shaw. Having the sister here doesn’t help the search. Still, if anyone can get her to leave, Jack can, and Lucy watches them for a moment. Jack’s authority is evident, Shaw’s body language already relaxing, capitulating to whatever he requires.

And for a moment, Jack looks away, noticing Lucy.

Damn it. Amrit’s right: she misses Jack. She misses her friend. On searches like this he would always take time to chat. Catch up, talk through the facts of the case, anything, and he’d often bring her coffee or breakfast, looking out for her in his own quiet way.

She takes in the finished can in her hand – he’s doing it now, even though they’re not talking – and she squeezes the middle, crumpling the metal and chucking it into the bin. It lands with a clang on the others.

She forces herself to focus, striding across to Miller to discuss the next targets, Moss leading the way. She cultivates the ball of anger in her stomach, nurturing it back into something substantial. Anything so she doesn’t have to face this now.

She has a job to do. A garden to search. A potential dead body to find.

And Moss is raring to go.
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CHAPTER TWO

Maggie Shaw stares at the house intently, as if she’s willing the ghost of her sister to rise from the grave.

‘Sorry, what was that?’ she says, shifting her attention to Jack. She has bright blue eyes, and Jack is surprised by how much she looks like Lauren, despite the two years separating them in age. ‘I know you said… But I had to come. I wanted to see…’ Her voice trails off as her gaze drifts to the police dogs, to the tent and the map and the row of police-standard Ford Mondeos parked down the track.

‘I understand,’ Jack replies. ‘But if I could ask you to move over here…’ And he gently steers her away from the house, out of the line of sight.

Maggie follows him with heavy footsteps, Amrit now bringing up the rear. They stop once they’re outside the search area. The low wrought-iron gates had been rusted shut – once the heavy padlocked chain had been cut, it had required the efforts of two burly officers to force them open. Now, Maggie runs a finger gently across the gnarled paintwork, as if caressing a child.

‘It used to be beautiful once,’ she says.

‘Ms Shaw, I’m DCI Jack Ellis and this is DS Amrit Gill.’ Amrit nods a hello and holds out a can of Sprite, condensation beaded on the side. Maggie takes it, giving her a grateful smile.

‘It’s Declan’s responsibility,’ she says. ‘But he couldn’t bear to live here, after she left.’ She looks back to the dilapidated house, and Jack can’t decipher the emotions behind her blank expression. Anger or sadness? She hides it well. ‘Look at it. Dad would be furious.’

‘It’s still a beautiful house,’ Jack says. ‘I’m surprised it doesn’t belong to you.’

‘Dad passed it to Lauren after he died. He said this house was his legacy – he didn’t want us to fight over it. He had ideas she’d turn it into a retreat. For budding musicians, that sort of thing.’

‘And you were okay with that?’

‘What do you think?’ She lets out a quick laugh, no more than a cackle. ‘If only he knew – now it sits like this. Going to ruin.’

‘What did Lauren do?’

‘She was a singer. A musician, like Dad. Or at least she wanted to be. She didn’t have his talent, though. She could have – if she worked at it, like he did. She thought it was about instinct and passion, rather than actually learning the trade. But that didn’t pay the bills so the rest of the time she worked as a PA in one of the law firms in town. Randall Bailey, do you know it?’

‘I’ll look it up. You’re talking about her in the past tense, Ms Shaw. Do you believe she’s dead?’

‘Isn’t she?’ Maggie looks back to the big house. ‘Isn’t that why you’re here?’

‘Her husband always maintained that she’d left.’

‘Yes, well, he would.’ She silences herself, presses her lips together. Jack doesn’t want to push too hard, get close to admissions that might require police interviews or cautions, but this is too good an opportunity to miss.

‘You don’t believe she had affairs?’ he says.

‘Oh, she had affairs, all right. But nothing serious. She didn’t love those men; it was boredom, pure and simple.’

‘Did she love Declan?’

‘In her own way.’

‘Do you have any names? Of these other men.’

She scoffs. ‘Not a clue, sorry. Strangers in the night, that’s all they were.’ She looks at him closely. ‘On the phone, one of your detectives said you had new evidence, and that’s why you’re looking now. What is it?’

‘A memory stick.’ Jack’s deliberately vague, doesn’t want to give anything away. ‘Do you like your brother-in-law?’

‘Declan?’ She shrugs. ‘He’s harmless enough. He didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

Jack doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘Isn’t the husband always the prime suspect? Aren’t women usually killed by their partners?’

‘I prefer to look at the evidence rather than make assumptions.’

‘Well, you’d be the first.’ Her gaze shifts over Jack’s shoulder. ‘Speak of the devil.’

Jack turns, spotting a man walking towards them. Declan Cox is good-looking, there’s no doubt about that. Tall and well-built, he fills his T-shirt in a way that indicates a life lived outside, active and strong – a vigour that Jack can only dream about. But he has a sadness in his eyes, slumped shoulders. A resigned manner characteristic of family at crime scenes. A hope – that the presence of police means they have answers, even if it’s ones they don’t want to hear.

He approaches, and Jack makes the necessary introductions.

‘We were just talking about you,’ Maggie says, and Declan pales. ‘Nothing bad, don’t worry.’

Declan gives her an unfathomable look, then thrusts a set of keys towards Jack. ‘For the house. So you don’t bash the door in.’

‘Thank you. Much appreciated.’

‘You changed the locks?’ Maggie snarls.

‘I had to. Better security. People kept on breaking in.’

‘That wouldn’t happen if you lived in it, Dec.’

‘You know why I don’t want to. It reminds me of her. Of our life together.’

‘So let me look after it!’

‘It’s Lauren’s. David wanted her to have it.’

‘You think she left, Mr Cox?’ Jack interrupts. Maggie makes an angry huff and turns away from them. ‘Did she leave a note? Take any of her belongings?’

‘No, and yes. She took her phone, her laptop. Her guitar – her dad gave it to her when she was a little girl. She’d never leave it behind. That’s how I knew she’d gone.’

‘But you didn’t report her missing?’

‘She’s a grown woman. I assumed she’d come home when… when she was done.’

‘You told the detective at the time that she would have left with someone. A man. Any idea who that was?’

‘No, no idea.’

‘But you seemed sure?’

‘Yes. Lauren – she… She was one of those women who needed a man to depend on. When her father was alive, it was him. She always had a boyfriend on the go… Serial monogamist, she joked when I first met her. There’s no way she would have left on her own. But you think she’s been here, all along?’

Jack looks at the keys in his hand, thinks about the ground they need to cover. ‘I don’t know,’ he replies honestly. ‘But it’s about time we find out for sure.’

The thought seems to sober Maggie and Declan. They look at him in silence. ‘Thank you for your help. I have your numbers – I’ll keep you informed. Please, go home.’

Maggie stares in the direction of the house, her previous fire extinguished. ‘This is my home,’ she says quietly. But she turns, starts to leave.

Jack watches them go, then heads back to the rendezvous point for an update. As he walks, he thinks back to the conversation with Detective Chief Superintendent Weaver that morning. An affable man, his boss normally keeps out of his way, content with managing the politics from his office on the fifth floor and staying out of the day-to-day policing. So the summons was unexpected, and even more surprising when Weaver told him to pick up the case.

‘It’s a ten-year-old misper, guv,’ Jack protested. ‘Cold case. It’s unlikely we’ll find anything after this time.’

‘Unlikely, but not impossible,’ Weaver said, then sighed. ‘I don’t ask much, Jack. Just look at this one. It’s high-profile – the CC’s paying a particular interest.’

And that was all it took – Jack’s savvy enough to know which battles to fight, and this wasn’t one of them. Plus, and it makes him feel pathetic just thinking it, he hoped Lucy would be there, and maybe she’d have forgiven him.

No such luck; the best he’s got is a glare. He thought he was doing the right thing, protecting her, after everything she’d been through. But he should have known – like him, Lucy puts stock in truth and honesty and trust, and in one move he’d broken all three.

He looks away from the overgrown garden, up to the imposing house. It may have been an instruction from on high, but now he’s here, he can feel a familiar curiosity niggle. Ten years, and nobody knows what happened to Lauren Shaw. Women don’t just disappear, however much they’d sometimes like to.

Much like the truth, bodies resurface in the end.
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CHAPTER THREE

‘What do you think?’ Lucy asks Miller. The day’s drawing to an end, bringing much-needed respite as the sun drops behind the trees. The cooler evening is a relief and teams are starting to pack up. Jack, thankfully, left hours ago, Amrit following later when the mood on site turned from optimism to exhaustion.

Wire-rimmed glasses balanced on the tip of his nose, Miller jabs at the map with a nail-bitten finger. ‘This one. I like your thinking: ground sunken, nice healthy foliage.’

‘Then I’m off shift?’

‘Then you can go home.’

Lucy tips the last dregs of the coffee into her mouth and commands Moss to a sit. Even the high-energy spaniel is showing signs of waning; both of them will sleep well tonight.

The dog looks up at her, tongue lolling, and together they walk across to the identified area – the far corner, ivy creeping over the low wall, far enough from the trees for roots not to pose a problem.

She leaves Moss waiting while she pushes the probe hard into the earth. It’s been tough work all day – the ground set hard under the baking sun – but this time she feels it sink in that little bit easier. She repeats the action, a foot from the last, then again and again, staggering the holes. And each time, her confidence grows.

It may have been ten years ago, but there’s something different here.

Now it’s Moss’s turn. She urges him forward with a decisive, ‘Look, look,’ and he starts sniffing immediately, nose to the ground, pushing through grass and brambles, nothing an obstacle to his determination. Lucy directs him with a point of her hand to each hole in turn; her job is to keep him focused, and make sure every spot is checked, but otherwise she lets the spaniel investigate, his head darting to and fro, his tail wagging.

Seeing her dogs in action never ceases to amaze her. Their enthusiasm for the job, their trust. This way of life suits her. She and her dogs are called to a deployment, they do their job, they go home. She likes the simplicity of a job well done – there’s none of the frustration or bureaucracy you get in other areas of police work. Lucy doesn’t envy Jack his job.

Thoughts of Jack intrude. She hadn’t seen him for a while. Generally, the paths of a DCI and a dog handler don’t cross – unless he puts himself directly in her path. She’s determined to hold that grudge, no matter how many times he apologises. And apologised he has. In person, by text, in emails. She’s ignored them all and he got the hint, leaving her alone. Until today.

Obsessing over Jack has distracted her from the task in hand and she nearly trips over Moss as he freezes in her path. Nose down, he’s stopped, every muscle tense. He looks up at her, eagerly.

‘Show me,’ she says, and he lowers his nose to the ground. Right over one of the holes. But she needs to be sure. She directs Moss to one of the other probe sites; he freezes again.

She places flags over the spots, then rewards Moss with a chew of his ball on the rope. As Moss squeaks it happily, she radios down to Miller.

‘I might have something here,’ she says. The radio crackles, then Miller’s voice sounds out, clear in the quiet evening air.

‘How confident are you?’

‘Certain.’

There’s a pause, as Miller considers his options. Then: ‘I’ll make the call.’



The team spring into action, and although Lucy and Moss’s job is done, she stays, keen to hear what the dog has found. Calls are made – back to base, to the crime scene manager, the forensic archaeologist – and Jack returns, Amrit in tow, immediately taking control of the scene. It’s impressive, the respect he commands and the way people listen to him – a far cry from the distant, uptight detective she first met fifteen months ago, and that’s down to him and the way he’s tackled cases since he was put in charge. She watches him for a moment, desperate to ask more, but her stubbornness ensures she keeps her distance.

Her phone buzzes in her pocket and she pulls it out, answering it quickly.

‘Hello, stranger. I’m home, Dax and Pepper are fed and in their warm, clean kennels. I am completely at your disposal. I’ve even had a shower.’

It’s Pete Nash, a fellow police dog handler and her steady boyfriend for the past six months. He’s been working away for the last week with his firearms support dog, Dax. She’s surprised to find she’s missed him.

‘Must be a special occasion.’ A smile creeps across her face, imagining Pete with wet hair, comfortable in his scruffiest T-shirt and shorts, bare feet, beer in hand. She longs to join him. ‘Let me finish up here and I’ll be on my way.’

‘Come to mine?’

‘See you soon.’

She hangs up, baffled by this strange new world where she has a handsome, nice boyfriend, who seems to like her as much as she likes him. And she could leave now, get in her car and head to Pete’s. But something about this case draws her attention.

She glances away from the bustle of the newly formed crime scene – a cordon already constructed – to the gate. The husband and the sister have returned, looking on, and even from this distance, Lucy can make out the grief on his face, the intense concentration on hers.

It might be her sister in that makeshift grave. How is she feeling? Lucy knows what it’s like for a loved one to go missing – her own husband disappeared for nearly two years before he was found – but what if it was someone you’d grown up with? Someone who’d been there every moment of your life – every scrape, every fall, every birthday and Christmas.

Lucy’s an only child, so she has no idea. Except for their three rescue mutts, Lucy had been a lone child in a sea of adults. So many times she’d wished for a partner-in-crime; whenever she’d asked her dad for a sister, he’d always replied, ‘Make some friends, Lucy. They’ll be more loyal than family.’

Lucy understands that world view. It’s been years since she’s seen her father. He lives up in Newcastle with his new wife and two sons; last time she saw them, her half-brothers were babies and now they must be running and jumping, fully formed little boys. But her father’s made no effort to come down to see her, and she certainly hasn’t made the trip up north. A Christmas card and a birthday present – that’s the limit of their interaction, maybe a phone call once in a while. Lucy wonders how she let things get that bad.

Dogs, on the other hand – they’ll stick by you, whatever you do, and with that thought she lets a hand fall to Moss’s head, the spaniel next to her, watching the people come and go with interest, despite how tired he must be.

She thinks of her own situation. That much-yearned-for sister might actually be out there – how does she feel about that? She could ask her father, but maybe he doesn’t know, maybe it’s on her mother’s side? That’s most likely. Her mother left when Lucy was young – the gaps in Lucy’s family tree are the size of the Grand Canyon – so it’s possible. But if a sister is out there, they’ve made no effort to get in touch. Perhaps her father was right all along.

A cynical view, but seeing Maggie Shaw by the gate, Lucy considers: where does Maggie fall, when it comes to Lauren? Two years older. Was she devoted, or her mortal enemy? Would she mourn her sister’s death, or had she been involved?

Only time – and Jack’s investigation – will tell.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The scene Jack returns to at the house is markedly different to the one he left hours before. In the time since, the sun has set and floodlights have been constructed around the perimeter, a large blue tent placed around the area identified by Moss’s keen nose.

White vans have arrived, spilling crime scene investigators across the garden, now bustling to and fro with equipment and samples.

Jack’s been at the nick, updating DCS Weaver and the powers that be, and now pulls his old Mercedes up behind a green Ford Focus he recognises, and strides out to the RVP to meet Rachel Lennon, the crime scene manager. He greets her warmly.

‘What have we got?’ he asks once pleasantries have been exchanged.

‘VRD identified a location. Ground had sunk, indicating some sort of disturbance and decomposition, and when a test pit was dug, we found bones.’

‘Human?’

‘Definitely – archaeologist is on a break, but pathologist is there now. No more than a metre down, they’ve uncovered a good proportion of the skull and upper torso. Dr Rosetti thinks they should have the rest of her out by the end of the night.’

‘So, it’s a woman.’

‘That’s what Fran thinks. She’s waiting for you.’

Jack thanks her and dons his own white coverall and shoe covers, ducking under the inner cordon and walking out to the crime scene tent. He pushes the blue plastic aside and comes face to face with a shallow grave.

It’s neat: square sides cut sharply into the earth, the layers of mud and grass visible. Jack can see the buckets and sieves where the dirt has been taken away to be checked for possible evidence, but the biggest piece is laid out at the bottom of the grave.

It’s a skeleton, brown mud mottling the stark white bones, face up. Empty eye sockets stare out, the mouth open, all of the teeth in place in the delicate jaw. A woman is bent over it, examining the bones with a gloved hand; she looks up as Jack throws a shadow over the body.

‘Jack,’ she says. ‘It’s been a while. How are you?’

‘Same as,’ he replies. ‘Sorry to see you again in such circumstances, Fran.’

The pathologist hums a reply, turning back to the skeleton. ‘I hope you’re not expecting much at this stage,’ she says.

‘But it’s a woman?’

‘I’ll need to confer with my colleagues in forensic anthropology but to my untrained eye, yes. See here?’ She runs a gloved finger gently over the cracked forehead of the skull. ‘External occipital protuberance is smaller in females than in males, as it is here. Same with the mastoid process in the jaw. I’ll need to see the rest of the body to be certain.’

‘It could be Lauren Shaw?’

‘Possibly, yes. We should be able to get a big enough sample from the long bones to confirm DNA.’

‘How long will that take?’

‘A while. I can tell you one thing – and you can see for yourself – this body’s been in the ground for some time. Plus, here, you can clearly see the damage to the skull. As to whether it’s cause of death – I can’t confirm yet. She was wrapped in a sheet, fully clothed, but not much to protect her from decomposition. Generally speaking, a body buried like this is fully disarticulated after about five years. So, at least that long. They should be able to get the bones out tonight – I’ll do the post-mortem tomorrow.’

‘Thanks, Fran.’

‘Just wish it hadn’t ended like this.’

‘You and me both.’

Jack leaves the tent, the cool night air a balm as he pulls off the crime scene suit. He takes his phone out of his pocket and dials; his girlfriend, Sophie, answers on the first ring.

‘I’m not going to make it tonight.’

There’s a pause. ‘You found her?’

‘We did.’

‘Come over after you’re done?’

‘I’m heading off now, but I need to speak to the relatives. Let them know what’s going on before the news gets out.’

‘I don’t mind if you’re late.’ She pauses. ‘You don’t have to be alone at times like this.’

‘I’m okay,’ Jack replies, trying to sound sincere.

Luckily, his girlfriend gets the hint. ‘Tomorrow, then? I need to talk to you, Jack—’

‘Tomorrow,’ he agrees and hangs up before she can say any more.

He looks at the silent phone in his hand, knowing he’s let her down again, cursing his inability to be what Sophie needs. Stability, commitment. When after a year in this job, living in the same place, he’s already feeling an itch. A desire to get away from the mess he’s made of his life.

And with that in mind, he spots Lucy, sitting in one of the cleared spots of the garden, Moss by her side. She looks over as he walks across to her; he steels himself for another showdown, but her expression reveals sadness rather than anger.

‘Is it Lauren?’ Lucy says as Jack stops in front of her.

‘It’s likely. Thank you for finding her.’

‘Not me. Moss.’ The spaniel looks up at the mention of his name and Jack crouches down to stroke him. ‘Fuck,’ Lucy says. ‘You just hope, don’t you.’

Jack knows what she’s saying. That whenever they start a search like this one, the best outcome for all involved is a negative. That whoever they’re looking for is alive and well, not buried in a hole in someone’s garden.

‘I’m sorry, Lucy.’

She looks up at him and sighs. ‘I don’t have the energy to argue with you. Not tonight.’

‘I’m not looking for an argument. I wanted to tell you that some search results came back. About your mother.’ Lucy looks up sharply. ‘Nothing new – something I put into place months ago. But I thought you should know.’

‘What sort of search results?’

‘Hospital records. An old archive.’

She runs her hands down her face, then rubs her eyes. ‘Not now, Jack,’ she says wearily. She pulls herself to her feet. ‘I’ve done my job. I want to go home. I was only sticking around to get the initial findings.’ She starts to walk away, then pauses and turns. ‘You’ll need to search the whole place now?’

‘Right.’

‘Have you thought about getting a digi-dog?’

‘A what-now?’

‘A digi-dog. Data dog. They’re trained to sniff out digital evidence. Miller said all this started from a memory stick?’ Jack nods. ‘Then you need a digi-dog. They look for SIM cards, hard drives, laptops, USB sticks.’

‘And we have these in Hampshire?’

‘Not here, no. But they do in Thames Valley and Wiltshire. Speak to Miller.’

‘I will. Thank you, Lucy.’

She shrugs. ‘Just doing my job.’

He watches as she walks away, Moss plodding at her side. She didn’t have to stay. She didn’t have to talk to him. He takes that as a positive, at least.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Maggie stands with Declan in the gateway, silent, watching the white suits go in and out of the blue plastic tent.

‘Do you think that’s her?’ Declan asks. He’s changed over the years, got fitter, damn him, when she’s gone the other way. Settled into middle age, thickening and sagging. ‘Do you?’ he repeats.

‘I don’t know, Dec.’ She sighs. ‘We need to wait.’

She spots the DCI heading over to them. Maggie prides herself on being able to read people, but this guy – he’s impenetrable. He’s walking tall, his suit rumpled but otherwise the epitome of professional. She imagines him with a wardrobe of identical clothing, duplicates, all neatly ironed and lined up on identical hangers. A house of white and beige. Sex only in missionary, except on Sundays, when he’ll accept a blow job.

He nods a greeting, and she flushes, cursing her mind for going down that path. Up close, he’s attractive, and she frowns. Thinking about the man leading the investigation into her sister in that way, when he’s here to inform them of her sister’s fate.

‘We had to come back,’ Declan says, his voice almost stuttering with nerves. ‘We heard you’d found something.’

‘It’s fine,’ Ellis says with a sympathetic smile. ‘I understand. And we have found something – someone,’ he corrects himself. ‘But it will be a while until we’re able to confirm for certain that it’s Lauren.’

‘But you think that’s who it is?’

‘It’s likely, yes. I’m sorry. The body has been in the ground for a while – at least five years.’

‘She’s been here all this time?’ Declan’s voice cracks and Maggie glances across to him with a stern look.

But the DCI doesn’t seem to notice. Maybe Declan’s quivering voice is more in line with what he expects than Maggie’s stoicism. ‘It’s likely, yes,’ Ellis repeats. ‘The SOCOs are going to be here all night. Get some sleep. I’ll be in touch as soon as I know more.’

He shakes their hands, his skin cool. Maggie imagines Declan’s palm is soaked with sweat; she can see the sheen on his forehead from here.

She watches the detective walk away, disappearing into the gloom of the evening, before she turns to Declan.

‘Get a grip,’ she snaps.

‘She’s dead, Maggie! She’s been dead all this time, lying in a hole in the garden. Don’t you feel anything?’

‘Of course I do, but breaking down in front of the lead detective isn’t going to help.’

Declan runs his hands down his face, turning in circles. ‘Oh, God. Oh, God,’ he repeats on a loop.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ she hisses, and he stops, staring at her with wide, scared eyes. ‘They don’t know anything. They have no idea.’

‘I don’t want to get arrested, Maggie. I don’t want to go to prison!’

‘You haven’t done anything wrong.’

‘That’s not what they’re going to think – it looks bad. And they always go to the husband first, you know that.’

‘Calm down. All they know is that she’s dead. It was ten years ago. No one will remember anything from then. We’re fine. Do as the man said – go home. Don’t talk to anyone. And if they call you in to the station, make sure you ask for a lawyer.’

‘I don’t know any lawyers! You must do – can you—’

‘I’ll find one. Just in case. But chill out. It won’t come to that.’

Declan gapes at her a little longer, then turns and walks away, his head down. Maggie watches him go, stunned at how quickly Declan has melted down. And they say that men are the dominant sex. Ridiculous, when she’s seen first-hand how strong women can be, even in the worst of circumstances.

She takes her phone out of her pocket and pulls up a number. She stares at it for a moment, not wanting to make the call but knowing she must.

She dials. It rings out, and she tries again, getting his voicemail. She knew he wouldn’t answer, but he’ll return her call once he hears her message.

‘Brett?’ she says, after the beep. ‘It’s Maggie. Phone me back. They’ve found her.’
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CHAPTER SIX

The bar is loud, student night, stuffed to the rafters with drunk revellers. Just as he likes it. He stands at the end of the bar, a bottle of beer raised to his lips, appraising the scene.

It’s past midnight, groups splitting off as couples are formed, as women stagger to the toilet, as others reach their limit and sensibly head home. But there are always a few, his favourites, and he spots them now.

A blonde, with curly hair, red cheeks, her lipstick smudged. She sits by herself in a corner of the room, body at a tilt, eyes half-closed. Wasted, but still sipping from a bottle of something sickly and sticky, unaware of the danger she’s in. He pushes himself up from the wall, but as he’s about to head over, a friend approaches. Sits next to her. A friend sober enough to interfere with his plans.

He frowns, tips the last dregs of beer into his mouth. Maybe this was a bad idea. Young girls nowadays are too aware, smart to the dangers of drinking alone. They look out for each other, good for them. But no good for him.

He’s made the decision to go home, when a brunette sidles up to him. Her heels are high, her skirt short. He still can’t get over how little clothing these girls wear, despite the freezing temperatures here up north. She wobbles, putting a hand on the wall to steady herself.

‘You’re leaving?’ she says. ‘That’s a pity.’

He looks down at her. She’s pretty, big doe eyes, fluttering lashes. ‘I could be persuaded to stay?’ he says slowly, and she smiles. ‘If you make it worth my while.’

‘Buy me a drink and we’ll see. I’m Zoe.’

‘Coming right up,’ he says. He doesn’t share his own name. ‘Another one of the same?’

She nods, and he makes his way to the bar. Once he gets there, he turns. She’s watching and gives a cheeky wave. Maybe this one’s keen. Maybe she won’t need much persuasion, but to be sure, he pushes his hand into his pocket, fingering the crushed pill, all ready to go in its little clear bag.

He orders the drinks, turns away from her and lowers her brightly coloured cocktail below the line of the bar, where nobody can see, deftly tipping the contents of the bag into the glass. He swirls it around, dissolving the powder. It’s bitter, but he knows the alcohol and the sugar will disguise the taste.

She watches as he walks back over to her, hands her the cocktail. She takes a large gulp and he smiles, predatory.

‘That’s it,’ he says. ‘Drink it all down.’

‘What then?’ she asks, her smile lopsided.

‘Then, beautiful… Then we have some fun.’
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DAY TWO – WEDNESDAY
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Lucy wakes to a familiar sound: the unmistakable howl of two German shepherds, magnificently guarding their compound from the dangerous foe of the postman. She hears the creak of the post box, positioned outside the fence, then the growl as the van drives off. The barking quietens to a soft whine. Hungry now. Wanting their breakfast.

A lean hairy leg entwines with hers as Pete pulls her close, pressing a stubbly cheek against the back of her neck.

‘It’s not time yet,’ he mumbles into her hair. His body presses into her back, his hands exploring lower. ‘The postman’s early.’

‘Your neighbours must hate you.’

‘Fuck the neighbours.’

‘We need to let the dogs out.’

‘They’ll be fine. I haven’t seen you for a week. We need to make up for lost time.’

She arrived late last night, having collected Iggy from home, with little energy to do more than put the dogs in their kennels and stumble up to the bedroom, falling next to her slumbering boyfriend. But she slept like the dead, and this morning she feels brighter. Especially with the thought of what Pete’s suggesting.

He’s already managed to slide her knickers down her thighs, and now she kicks them off, pulling her T-shirt over her head. He wraps his arms around her, pulling her closer, and she savours his warm skin, his hands slipping lower, between her legs, doing what he’s always done so well. And as they move together, she allows herself to forget the dogs, forget yesterday, forget it all.



‘Hello.’

They face each other for the first time. She smiles. ‘Hello.’

‘I missed you.’

‘I missed you, too.’

‘Do you want breakfast?’

‘Yes.’ And she realises how hungry she is. ‘So much.’

They get out of bed; they dress, pulling on T-shirts, tracksuit bottoms. She can’t help but look at Pete as he does so, appreciating his long muscular limbs, wondering how on earth she got so lucky.

He notices her watching. ‘What?’ He smiles, self-conscious.

Three words pop into her head, but they haven’t gone there, not yet, so she just says, ‘Nothing.’

He laughs and pulls a T-shirt over his head, heading downstairs to the kitchen. She follows him out into the garden where the dogs wait, their noses pressed against the netting of their kennels, and Pete lets them out with a laugh as they gambol into the garden, boisterous and full of energy.

Two German shepherds, two spaniels – their combined police dogs make quite a pack as they push into each other and play. The older Dax gives the rambunctious Iggy a brief warning growl; the spaniels keep their distance, priorities set on their stomachs as Pete prepares their breakfasts. Lucy tilts her face up to the sky, enjoying the first hints of morning sun, the day already shaping up to be another scorcher.

‘Thunderstorms soon,’ Pete says, placing two bowls in front of the spaniels. ‘Wait,’ he directs to the dogs. Then, ‘The weather’s supposed to break.’

Moss and Pepper look up eagerly, never sure who’s going to give the command.

‘Take it,’ Lucy says, and the dogs dig in. ‘Are you working today?’

‘I’m off, but I thought I’d head to Netley. Skipper said they’ve accepted a trial – a new door release system.’

‘Not those American things?’

‘The very same. They’re considering them after that police dog died in the Midlands, when they were left in the car. They measure the temperature, pop the boot and send a page to the handler if things get too hot. Plus, you have a quick release button if needed.’

‘Sounds like a waste of money to me.’

‘You won’t mind if we trial it in your car, then, will you? Mine’s too old, not compatible, Andrews says.’

Lucy grins. ‘Not today. Miller wants me over at the house again later with Moss. Search the place for blood.’

‘They think she was killed there?’

‘It’s a possibility.’

They head inside, leaving the dogs in the boot room. Pete sticks his head into the fridge, coming out with eggs and bacon and bread. He places them on the counter, fetches a frying pan and starts cooking, knowing exactly what she wants. Soon, the mouth-watering smell of frying bacon fills the air.

‘I spoke to Jack last night.’

Pete looks over, trying to gauge her expression. ‘And?’

‘He says some info came back. About my mother.’

Pete pauses, flipping the bacon. ‘How do you feel about that?’

Lucy thinks for a moment. ‘I don’t know.’

She’s been turning it over in her mind since Jack brought it up. Jack’s not manipulative, or cruel; she doesn’t doubt his intentions. She believes that the info has only just come in.

‘I thought your mother was dead,’ Pete says, interrupting her musing.

‘She is. She died when I was little – I’ve never known the exact circumstances. It was painful for Dad – he made it clear he didn’t want to talk about it.’

‘Didn’t you want to know? It’s an important part of your life.’

‘I did, but…’ She shrugs. ‘I’m forty this year. It’s a bit late to start worrying about it now.’

‘Okay, but—’

‘No, it’s fine. Forget I brought it up.’

Pete takes the hint and turns his attention to their breakfast, switching the radio on. As the DJ burbles, Lucy ponders why she didn’t push her father more at the time. But her mother left when she was three, died not long after. They moved down south at the same time, so for the majority of her life it was just the two of them.

Her mother never seemed real to Lucy. She could barely remember her presence and there were no photos, no mementos around the house. Her father was busy, working, being a single parent – the last thing Lucy wanted to do was make it worse. So she never asked.

And now there’s this idea of a sister. She wonders what that would be like. To have someone like you, who understands the weirdness and the nuance of your family. An ally when things get tough, a constant friend to celebrate the joys and achievements. If she had known about her sister before, would she have turned out differently? Been less independent, less of a pain in the arse?

The radio diverts her attention. The newsreader is talking about a body found at a Hampshire property, speculating whether it’s the missing Lauren Shaw. Pete meets her eye.

‘Jack’s not going to like that,’ he says, placing a bacon and egg sandwich in front of her. He passes the tomato ketchup and sits down. ‘A hell of a lot of publicity, even before the investigation’s begun.’ Lucy can feel him looking at her. ‘Bet he needs a friend right now. One who can understand what he’s going through.’

She looks up from her breakfast, meets his gaze with a patronising eye roll. ‘You’ve made your point, thank you very much. Change the subject.’

‘So, you’ll let me fit this door release system in your car?’

‘Piss off, Nash,’ Lucy replies, happily, as egg yolk runs down her chin. And they eat in silence, the serious business of breakfast more important than anything else going on.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

This is it: the start of a murder investigation. They have a body, they have a potential crime scene, and they have their suspects. And one of them in particular has caught Jack’s eye.

‘Declan Cox,’ Jack begins, facing his team. ‘Thirty-nine, Lauren Shaw’s husband and current caretaker of Bracken House, the former residence of the country-and-western singer David Shaw. I trust you’ve all had a chance to catch up overnight?’

He looks out to his team; eager faces nod back. It’s a small group, given what they have. DS Amrit Gill is his second in command, trusted, solid. DC Phil Lawrence sits next to her, his shaved head looking sunburned but otherwise keen, and finally DC Emma Bates, their most inexperienced detective but growing in confidence with every case. DCS Weaver nags at Jack to recruit more detectives but he likes it this way. Compact, streamlined. Overworked, Amrit would say, but Jack can always pull resource from other teams if required.

Amrit gets to her feet, standing next to the empty whiteboard. ‘Up until last night, Lauren Shaw had been missing for ten years, first reported by her sister, Maggie Shaw. Declan was away with work in Dorchester all of that week. Maggie had been trying to contact her sister since the Friday before so turned up at the house on the night of Wednesday the seventh of May, finding it empty. At which point she called the police and discovered that Lauren hadn’t been at work since Monday, missing for two days. Declan returned, and a basic search was carried out.’

‘Why did the original investigation assume she’d left with a lover?’ DC Phil Lawrence asks.

‘Because that’s what Declan told them. She’d had affairs before, and she’d taken all her essential belongings.’

‘But the date on the sex tape is a week later? What are we saying happened?’

‘That’s what we need to find out,’ Jack says, taking over. ‘We now know that the original misper case was flawed, and the discovery of the body yesterday triggered a referral to the IOPC. But that’s not our concern. We still have a dead body, so let’s start from the beginning.

‘On Monday, a memory stick was found in the garden of the house. This memory stick contains one file – a video showing a mystery man having sex with Lauren Shaw, possibly without consent. The video has a date stamp of a week after she was reported missing, and this throws the assumption that she left the week before into question – and with it, all the assumptions that were made at that time. We don’t know who the man is, or where the tape was shot, or even how it got into the garden, and I want to know the answers to all those questions. Along with the husband, this man is a suspect.

‘Amrit – follow up with Raj…’ Amrit pulls a face and Jack sighs. ‘Emma – follow up with Raj down in digital and see where he’s got with his analysis. Phil – what have you found out about Declan Cox?’

Phil smiles. ‘This is where things get interesting. Declan has quite the chequered past. On the surface, he seems a straight-up guy. Solid job as a landscape gardener, business growing, reputation on the rise. But Declan has a temper. And a drinking problem.’ He refers to his notes. ‘Caution for drunk and disorderly, a call-out to Bracken House after a passer-by reported a fight and the sound of things being broken—’

‘When was this?’

‘On the twelfth of April 2014, a month before she went missing. But it didn’t go anywhere. Then a fortnight after that, Declan spends a night in the cells after being arrested for D and D, again, plus a bit of assault and ABH on the side.’

‘What did he do?’

‘Got drunk and ended up in a bar fight. He wasn’t charged, because witness statements were so confused – everyone was pissed and nobody could agree who started it and who was defending themselves. But this is where it gets interesting – a man called Brett Thompson was the other injured party.’

‘And he is?’ Jack asks.

‘His brother-in-law at the time. Married Maggie Shaw in November 2013, divorced in December 2014.’

‘That didn’t last long. Get him in as soon as we can.’

‘No can do. At least not today. He’s in Newcastle.’

‘Bugger,’ Jack says with feeling. A key witness and he’s up the other end of the country. ‘Leave him there for now. PNC check for Maggie and Brett? And why didn’t anyone look closer at Declan at the time? A history of violence and his wife goes missing?’

Phil looks blank. ‘I’ll find out – the original case files are on their way up to us now. And both Maggie and Brett come up clear, no record,’ Phil replies. ‘How were the husband and sister when they found out about the body?’

‘As you’d expect,’ Jack says to the team. ‘A grieving husband and an angry sister.’

‘Is he grieving or scared he’s about to be arrested for her murder?’ Amrit interjects.

‘Is that what we think?’ Phil asks.

‘Given his history? I’d say so. Jealous and angry about his wife’s affairs. Big and strong enough to move a dead body.’

‘Unless her killer is the bloke she was having an affair with? The mystery man on the video.’

‘Let’s keep an open mind for now,’ Jack intervenes. ‘We need evidence and that’s thin on the ground. Dogs are searching the house today for blood, so we’ll know more soon. In the meantime, I’ll get down to the PM with Dr Rosetti. Phil – I need you to review the original misper investigation, get your hands on any CCTV or traffic camera footage from around that time. Amrit – since he’s your favourite, look closer at Declan Cox. Check his alibi. Rule him in or out as a suspect. Thank you, everyone, progress reports to me at the end of the day.’

The team break away and Amrit joins him at the empty board. She passes him a photograph of Declan Cox and he grimly Blu-Tacks it up.

‘Sorry about that earlier,’ she says. ‘Me and Raj, since we split up – it’s messy.’

‘I get that. But could you find your boyfriends away from the nick in future?’ She hesitates, and he sighs. ‘Go on, then. Who is it now?’

‘Gus Harman? The analyst in intel. We’ve been seeing each other for a few months.’

‘In that case, put your relationship to good use. Get him to help you on Declan Cox.’

‘Will do, boss.’

Jack shakes his head briefly, then looks back at the photo of the husband. Declan Cox. An angry man, with a temper. And Jack knows what angry men often do.

They kill their wives.
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CHAPTER NINE

The house is quieter this morning; the grounds have adopted a sombre air now that the body has been found. Lucy opens the door to Moss’s crate in the back of her car and he’s immediately standing to attention, looking up at her with devoted brown eyes. Restored after his long sleep last night, he’s ready for whatever fun Lucy has in store.

The air is sticky, black clouds threatening on the horizon. She’ll be glad when the weather breaks; the heat is oppressive. Already her shirt is sticking to her back. She considers the task ahead, scratching behind Moss’s ears to satisfied grunts.

The blue tent is still up in the far corner of the garden, but Lucy knows the body has been taken to the mortuary early this morning, ready for the bones to be examined. The rest of the grounds are slowly being emptied: a few LSOs are completing their final fingertip search, Brian Miller is under his canopy in a tight black T-shirt, glasses perched on the end of his nose, preparing today’s plan.

The house.

The building went largely ignored yesterday, the SIO choosing the garden for the initial focus. But with the discovery of the body, and a potential murder, the budget has increased, and the investigation intensified. That house needs to be searched. Looking for evidence, potential murder weapons and, for her and Moss, blood.

As she waits, an unfamiliar car parks up at the crime scene and a man gets out. She recognises the signs – the muddy boots, the scruffy demeanour, the scratches and scars on his arms from teeth and nails. A fellow dog handler if she’s ever seen one, and she walks across to say hello.

‘I’m Will. Will Ingram. From TVP.’ He points back to the car. ‘And that in there is Hugo.’

He holds out a hand and she shakes it. ‘Good to have you,’ she says with a smile.

Lucy feels a warm glow: Jack listened to her advice. And she’s heard about Will Ingram on the grapevine – an experienced handler and one of the first in the joint operation across Hampshire and Thames Valley Police to train a digi-dog. These guys have a nose for electronics – devices that hold vital evidence in cybercrimes, sexual assaults and child pornography investigations, among others.

‘I hear a memory stick was found?’ Will says.

‘That’s what started this whole mess,’ she replies. He’s got an infectious grin, wide and bright, showing a row of even white teeth. He’s not much taller than her, but stocky, with short curly hair and a friendly accent. Yorkshire or Lancashire. Somewhere up north. ‘We’re potentially missing a phone and a laptop,’ she continues. ‘The victim apparently took them with her, but if the victim’s here…’

‘Then so is the tech,’ Will finishes.

‘Come on, I’ll introduce you to the PolSA.’

Lucy leads the way, Moss now in harness, and she introduces Will to Brian Miller. They quickly get down to business.

‘We’ve got two more VRDs lined up, Lucy, but they won’t get here until lunchtime so it’s just you and Moss this morning. Keep it wide for now, do a phase A, a free search around the house, see what Moss picks up. The LSOs will go through later – this is murder, but the SIO is keen to conserve his budget, and a load of LSOs cost money. Your dogs can save us some time – target the areas of highest probability. Bedrooms, study, music studio.’

‘There’s a music studio? Soundproofed?’

‘Not fully, but probably the only area of the house which hasn’t had trespassers in it over the years. The lock was solid – we’ve only just got the key. Will – I’ll leave you to do your thing. I’m no expert on digi-dogs.’

‘We’ll start with the obvious places,’ Will says. ‘People are creatures of habit. Under beds, bookcases, desks. Is the place furnished?’

‘Sparsely. So that’ll make your job easier.’

‘And quicker.’

Miller goes through the briefing notes with Will, showing him photos of approximations of Lauren’s laptop and mobile, the iPhone in a bright purple and pink plastic case, covered in unicorns.

‘How long have we got you for?’ Miller concludes.

‘End of the day.’

‘Well, then. Let’s get you started. Radio if you get a find.’

Will nods in agreement and Lucy waits while he goes back to his car. He returns with a gorgeous black Labrador at his heels.

‘This is Hugo,’ he says, and Lucy bends down, giving the Lab’s silky ears a stroke. Unlike some, Hugo is slim and lithe, his short black coat glossy, his feet huge at the end of spindly legs. The dog looks back appealingly with soft brown eyes, then nudges her pockets with his nose, giving them a good sniff. ‘Leave her alone, you greedy so-and-so.’ Will laughs, pulling the dog away.

But their good humour fades as they look up at the huge house. It casts an ominous shadow – dark and foreboding, with who knows what secrets lurking inside.

Anything is possible. They have a body, so it could be where Lauren Shaw died. Where she lay bleeding, where she took her last breath before her body was bundled down the garden to lie untouched for a decade. Lucy has never believed in the afterlife or ghosts, but a violent death leaves a mark on a place. Energy extinguished, never to return.

Lucy takes the two stone steps to the front door and pushes it open. Inside, the air is cooler, the thick brick walls acting as insulation against the sunshine, and goosebumps rise on Lucy’s arms. As if the building itself knows what secrets it’s holding.

‘I’ll start upstairs,’ Will says, almost a whisper. Lucy nods, listening to the ambiance of the house, silent except for the click click of Hugo’s nails on the wooden stairs as he ascends.

Lucy pauses and takes a long breath in. Over the years she’s learned that the smell of a building can tell her a lot. The first thing she notices: no scent of decomposition. No gases escaping from a dead body, no innards liquefying and spilling. It’s what she expected – Miller would have been in already, giving the place a once-over – but it’s a relief, nonetheless. And the second: it smells of old wood, of damp. Mould and dust, sad and lonely.

The hallway is empty, dark wooden floorboards and a staircase running up the left-hand side, the banister worn to a soft sheen by light hands over the years. She heads through a single door to the left into a drawing room. Two blue striped sofas and a wooden coffee table remain, on a beige rattan rug. She lets Moss sniff on a loose lead, watching to see how he’ll respond, but his body language is relaxed, his tail high, wagging as he explores this new environment. She continues their walk-through.

The walls are bare, white spaces below hooks where pictures once were. Where are they now? Sold? Stolen? Or taken by the husband, for a home of his own?

She thinks about Declan Cox. She was once that grieving spouse, confused and alone after her loved one disappeared. But she never gave up hope. Why had Declan abandoned this place to rot? Revenge? Passive vandalism of the family home or something more malevolent? Did he know about the ghost, hiding in plain sight?

She finishes the walk around the perimeter of the room, pausing briefly to look out of one of the small panes in the sash window. The press are starting to appear, idle onlookers at the gate, with their snooping noses and long lenses. She hates them, profiting from someone’s loss, but acknowledges wearily that the death of Lauren Shaw has to be news. Another woman, dead. Another woman to add to the statistics, one of hundreds killed in the UK every year, the majority by someone they know. Was that what had happened here?

Lucy moves on. The kitchen next, joined to a bright room with skylights looking up to darkening clouds. It has a long dining table, ten – no, twelve – chairs in light grey fabric.

Moss has grown bored of investigating, so Lucy follows him through into the next room, pushing the heavy oak door open. This is the music studio Miller mentioned – inside, the walls are covered with posters, photographs, stickers and tickets, all Blu-Tacked messily so that only the slightest bit of pattern from the wallpaper peeks out. They’re arranged around framed records, gold and platinum awards for album sales from the US, the UK and across the world. David Shaw’s own personal ego wall. And the man deserved it. It’s clear his achievements over the course of his career were huge, and Lucy wonders how much these accolades might be worth.

She turns her attention to her dog. Moss has barely moved since they arrived in the studio and is standing in the centre of the room, his nose down, his whole body frozen. His eyes lift so she can see the whites, but his nose is still, unmoving. An indication.

She leaves the dog in situ, and bends down to the object of his focus. It’s the edge of one of the floorboards, and Moss sniffs again, a long snort, inhaling the air from underneath. As her stomach jumps in anticipation, she releases him with a cheerful, ‘Yes!’ and pulls the ball on a rope from her pocket, giving it to him to chew.

As the dog moves away, happily chomping, she stares at the floor, looking down at it nervously. It feels as if the temperature drops another few degrees as, gently, she gets down on her hands and knees. Dirt, dust – nothing else she notices, but Moss can detect a blood speck impossible to see with the naked eye.

She commands Moss to attention again, asks him to search, and once again he indicates almost immediately. But a different spot this time – the edge of another floorboard, a gap between them.

She radios through. Miller says he’ll be right there, and meanwhile, she takes in the room. For the first time she realises the strangeness in the worn, rough floorboards. The studio is insulated, soundproofed. Even the fireplace and the window have been roughly boarded up to keep echoes to a minimum. And yet, the floor is bare. She looks to the side of the room, spots a row of carpet grippers marching around the edge, the vicious nails pointing skywards. There was once a carpet. Her foreboding intensifies and she looks down, imagining the space between the joists. What might be down there?

It takes less than half an hour for Brian Miller to make the decision and haul up the floorboards. Accompanied by a nervous SOCO, they rip them up, one by one. And there, beneath their feet, is a stain, spreading out from the middle of the floor.

The carpet had been removed, the floorboards scrubbed, but the liquid here had seeped down in between, pooling. Enough for Moss to find with ease.

Because Moss only detects one thing.

Blood.

And, right here, there is a hell of a lot of it.


OceanofPDF.com



CHAPTER TEN

Out of the ground, in the bright lights of the mortuary, the white bones cast an ominous air. Next to them, Dr Fran Rosetti snaps off her blue nitrile gloves, looking up as Jack enters the room. He keeps his distance, waiting on the viewing platform at the back as she exchanges a few words with her technician, then walks across. She leans on the partition.

‘On time, as always, Jack,’ she says, pulling down her mask and smiling. ‘We’ve just finished.’ She beckons to a man, waiting on the far side, and he comes over. ‘DCI Jack Ellis, this is Dr Sam Allinson. From Southampton University. My colleague and an expert in forensic anthropology.’

‘I’m the bone guy,’ he says, shaking Jack’s hand. His skin is cold and dry, his build slim to the point of skeletal. He couldn’t be more apt for his profession.

‘Thank you for coming. What can you tell me about our body?’

‘Shall we go to my office?’ Fran says. ‘More comfortable.’

She leads the way to a small room on the far side of the main mortuary. It’s stuffed full, just fitting a slender bookcase and a small desk. The files on the shelves are interspersed with colourful children’s paintings in frames, their ability evolving over the years. The three of them take a chair each, Fran clearing one of paperwork so Jack can sit down. She offers them tea, coffee, and both decline – already the air in here is too warm for hot drinks. She gestures to Dr Allinson to take the lead.

‘Well, the first thing I can tell you is Dr Rosetti was correct in her assertions about the sex. The bones are clearly female. There’s little or no brow ridging around the eyes, and the back of the pelvis and sacrum are raised, straightening the sciatic notch to a more open angle.’

Jack’s keen to hear more. ‘Age?’

‘All permanent teeth are in place, clavicle completely fused. We have a complete skeleton, including the innominate bone, which is a rich source of information when establishing sex and age.’

‘The innomi-what?’

Allinson grins, showing a row of tombstone-like teeth. ‘The innominate – literally means “no name” – but it’s the hip bone, formed when the ilium, ischium and pubis fuse, towards the end of puberty. It’s finally complete, as this one is, when the crest along the top stops growing, at about age twenty-two or twenty-three.’

‘So, she was in her early twenties?’

‘Maybe slightly older.’ And at that Jack must look confused, because the doctor continues. ‘I won’t bore you with specifics, but as a person ages, so does the innominate, with both developmental and degenerative alterations clearly seen – and well researched and documented, I should add – on the surfaces of both the sacroiliac joints and the symphysis between the two pubic bones at the front.’ He smiles. ‘Your hips and pelvis wear out, DCI Ellis, and given the condition of these bones, I would estimate your victim was mid- to late-twenties when she was killed.’

Lauren Shaw was twenty-six when she went missing. ‘And was she—’ But Jack is interrupted as Allinson holds his finger up.

‘And she never gave birth. There are no pits and grooves at the sites of the joints of her pelvis, and no signs of any disruption of the pelvic ring.’

He stops again and Jack hesitates. But as Dr Allinson rests back in his chair, Jack feels it’s okay to continue.

‘And was she murdered?’ he asks in full this time, addressing Dr Rosetti.

‘Yes, we believe so,’ Fran says. ‘One clear depressed skull fracture to the frontal bone – as the name suggests, the front of the head,’ she adds. ‘One main hit, but with some force. Significant brain injury, intracranial bleed, most likely a traumatic subarachnoid haemorrhage and although it’s impossible to tell for sure with this level of decomposition, significant staining can be found on the inside of the skull, which would indicate this was likely.’

‘Cause of death?’

Fran glances to Allinson. ‘Possibly. Definitely a contributing factor, but we also noticed chips to the third and fourth ribs, which might indicate damage to the chest, sternum and heart.’

‘She was stabbed?’

‘Exactly…’ she begins, gesturing to Allinson to take over.

‘The marks were precise and crisp, indicative of a cut mark. A small knife, I’m guessing.’

‘Our theory,’ Fran says, ‘is that the victim was initially stabbed, potentially causing damage to her heart and either resulting in cardiac tamponade or massive exsanguination. That, in itself, would have been enough to kill her, but once she was prone, she was struck once on the head with a blunt object. Either – or both – would have had sufficient mechanism to be fatal.’

‘Any idea when she died?’

‘Bones this old, we can’t be certain. But given the body was buried in soil, in a UK climate, we can assume they’re at least five years old.’

‘And when will we know for definite that this is Lauren Shaw?’

‘We’ve sent away a bone sample for DNA comparison, but she’s the right age and gender. As I mentioned at the house, she was wrapped in a white sheet, fully clothed in black jeans and a black top. They’ve all been sent to the lab. And there was some remaining hair – blonde. Plus, we can tell from the long bones that she was approximately a hundred and seventy centimetres tall.’

‘Same as Lauren Shaw. When will you get the DNA results back?’

‘The lab’s snowed under, could be a few days.’

‘Dental records?’

‘Again, time-consuming and costly. But up to you. You’d have to track down her dentist, hope she’d had recent X-rays taken, and then find a forensic odontologist to assess.’

‘Sounds like we’re sticking to DNA, then.’

‘I thought you might say that. I’ll walk you out.’

Jack says a final goodbye and thank you to Dr Allinson, and gets to his feet, Fran beside him as he leaves the mortuary. They pause in the doorway, Fran’s expression grim.

‘So, you’ve got a murder investigation on your hands?’ she says.

‘Sounds like it.’

‘And how are you?’

Jack looks at her with surprise. ‘I’m fine.’ He hesitates. ‘I saw Lucy yesterday. She’s still angry.’

Fran pats him sympathetically on the arm. ‘She can’t hold this grudge forever. I’m seeing her tonight – her and Pete are coming around for dinner. I’ll put a good word in.’

‘You don’t have to get involved. But thank you.’

She reaches up and surprises him with a hug. Unusual, between two colleagues, but Jack’s come to know Fran well and considers her a friend. Then, with a final smile and wave goodbye, she leaves him. Back to her mortuary, a cup of tea and a debate over old bones.

While he returns to the nick. As Fran said, he has a murder investigation to run.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Rachel Lennon and her team of SOCOs take over, documenting the discarded floorboards and leaning in to get samples and photographs of the dark brown stain beneath their feet. But a test with luminol confirms it – it’s blood. Enough to kill a person, Lucy would guess.

Lucy leaves the crime scene team to it, searching the remaining few rooms downstairs with Moss, finding nothing. She’s standing at the front door with her dog, considering her next steps, as Will comes downstairs, the Labrador ungainly following behind.

‘Nothing?’ she asks.

‘Nothing. You?’

‘Massive blood stain.’

‘Oh, nice. Good work, Moss. Lunch?’

It’s half-twelve and Lucy’s starving, so she deposits Moss in the cool aircon of the Ford Mondeo – seriously considering that door release system for the first time – and gets into Will’s car. They head towards town, park up and walk the short distance to the closest sandwich shop, in this case, Pret.

‘Thunderstorms soon,’ Will says, as he holds the door open.

Lucy glances over at him; he’s as hot as her, a bead of sweat running down his brow. ‘That’s what they say.’

Normally, Lucy would give her patronage to a locally run coffee shop but needs must: this one has aircon. Immediately, they’re doused in a welcome cold bath of air and she lets out a sigh of relief. They choose a sandwich each and sit in the window, taking hungry bites.

‘So, how long have you been doing the job?’ Will asks, his mouth full.

‘Two and a half years with the dog unit,’ Lucy replies, surprised at how fast that time has flown. ‘Thirteen years with the police before that.’

‘Took you a long time to move to the dogs.’

‘I took the detective route first. I was a DI.’

Will raises his eyebrows. ‘That’s quite a change.’

‘It’s a long story,’ she says with a grimace.

‘Short version?’

Lucy takes a deep breath. No point in being coy, the gossip is rife, her history well known. ‘Husband was a journalist, stole confidential information from me. I got suspended, husband went missing shortly after that, and I ended up transferred here.’

‘Wow. I assume you’re not with your husband anymore?’

‘Turned up dead June last year. Murdered.’

Lucy’s left out the worst of it – that even before all this happened, Nico was abusive and violent for the majority of their marriage. But she’s only just met Will, he doesn’t need to hear it all.

As it is, he blinks at her, his eyes comically large. ‘Fuck, that’s awful. Did they catch his killer?’

‘Yes,’ she confirms. She moves quickly on. ‘I love working with the dogs. It all worked out better in the end.’

‘Not for your husband,’ Will says, then covers his mouth with his hands. ‘Oh, fuck, I’m so sorry.’

Lucy huffs a laugh. ‘It’s fine. What about you? What’s your story?’

‘Not nearly as interesting as yours. Coming up to fifteen years with the dogs. Moved as soon as they’d have me. Mostly general purpose, although I had a drug dog for a while. But digi is new – I’ve only had Hugo for a few years. And he’s come on leaps and bounds.’

‘You’ll have to show me,’ she replies, finishing up her sandwich. He agrees with a nod, smiling. ‘Now tell me – what do you use to train Hugo? How do you make sure he’s sniffing out the electronics and not the human scent that comes with it?’

‘We’re not entirely sure what the dogs are detecting. Could be TTPO – the chemical used to coat the electronics to stop them from getting too warm – or it could be something else entirely. But we start with electronics straight out of the factory – before they’ve been tested. A completely clean sample. Then we mix it up between raw and used components, batteries, circuit boards, everything, taking them out into the live environment. Break apart a SIM and train them to that, mix it up. You know what it’s like. Train it here ten million times, train it there, train it everywhere.’

‘And what can Hugo find?’

‘Whatever you’re looking for – mobile phones, SIM cards, memory cards, flash drives, covert cameras, batteries, laptops, anything that contains electronics. He can find even the most minute scent picture.’

‘What was his best find?’ Lucy leans forward eagerly.

‘Okay, so…’ Will’s eyes flash with glee – this is what the job is all about. The moment your dog indicates, making all those hours of traipsing through woodland and mud worth it. ‘We had impounded a car. Intel said it’d been used for dodgy stuff but we ran the drug dogs over it – got nothing. I was in the early stages of training Hugo so I thought, why not? It couldn’t hurt. I brought him down for a sniff.’

‘And you got something?’

‘Three micro SIM cards. Absolutely tiny. And you’ll never guess where.’ He continues before Lucy has a chance to try, ‘In the trim of the car mat. You know the rubber bit around the edge? They’d slit it open with a razor blade, pushed them inside and sealed them up again with superglue. Hugo found them.’

‘Good dog, Hugo.’

‘I know, right?’

They grin across the table at each other, Lucy enjoying the company of her new friend. But before they can get too comfortable, Lucy’s phone rings and she answers it, speaking to Miller for a moment then looking back at Will with a wince. ‘We need to go. Brian wants the house cleared by the end of today.’

Will brushes his hands together, then chucks his ball of rubbish into the bin. ‘Let’s go!’

They drive back to the house, restored and ready to have another attempt with the dogs.

‘Excellent work, Lucy,’ Miller says as Lucy takes Moss out of the boot of her car. She puts the water bowl down and fills it up. ‘Rachel’s taken samples of the blood stain. We should know asap if it’s a match to Lauren Shaw. Blood type at least.’

Will pauses by the front door, waiting for Lucy. ‘I have to go,’ she says, putting Moss back in the boot. ‘Want to see the dog in action.’

She jogs to catch up with Will, putting on a pair of gloves and shoe covers in the doorway. The previously relaxed air has gone. This is work, and Hugo has a job to do.

‘Ready?’ Will says.

‘I’ll follow your lead.’

Will nods and Lucy trails behind up the stairs, giving the dog enough space to search and sniff. To her, it looks similar to her searches with Moss – Hugo in charge, on a loose lead, his nose dictating which route to follow. He’s slower than Moss, his long tail swinging, head down as he sniffs. They work in silence. All handlers are trained the same way, but many adopt different styles. Some dogs don’t like to be disturbed – like Hugo – whereas Moss benefits from a bit of light encouragement as they go.

Will occasionally directs the Lab with a point of his hand and a gentle, ‘Look, look,’ but otherwise the three of them slowly work their way down the hallway, towards the final bedroom. From the look of it, Will and Hugo had cleared the first two bedrooms and the bathroom before lunch, leaving the master suite to last. It’s a huge room. Wooden floorboards, a large blue-and-red patterned rug in the centre with a grand four-poster bed on top. The bed has been stripped back to the frame – no mattress, no covers – and it reminds Lucy of a skeleton, unloved, abandoned in a coffin. A relic of a life. Sad and alone.

In the absence of any other furniture, Hugo clears the room quickly, and Will opens the first door, leading into a bathroom. While they search, Lucy opens the second – a walk-in wardrobe, stuffed full of clothes on one side, the other empty. Declan’s, no doubt, his clothes moved out to his new house. And Lauren’s. Left to rot.

She steps inside the wardrobe and gets a jolt of Lauren’s perfume, bold and exotic, mixed in with the damp and must. Lingering, even after all this time.

Lucy backs away to leave space for Will and Hugo to explore. She finds Declan’s behaviour strange. These clothes belong to his wife. To the woman he supposedly loves, and yet he’s left them here.

‘Yes! Good boy!’ Lucy hears the words coming from the wardrobe, catching her attention immediately. Hugo must have found something, and she hears the squeak of a ball in slobbery jaws as he’s rewarded.

‘What have you got?’ Lucy asks, edging closer.

‘I’m not sure,’ Will replies, his voice muffled among the clothes. ‘He indicated down here… Yes! Here! Do you want to see?’

Will emerges, face red but triumphant, Hugo trailing behind, chomping happily on a bright red squeaky ball. Lucy awkwardly manoeuvres herself into the wardrobe, shining her torch on the pile of clothes that Will’s cleared out of the way.

Lying on the floor of the wardrobe is an iPhone, dead black screen, clunky and dated when compared to today’s sleeker models.

‘It was well buried,’ Will says from the bedroom. ‘Does it belong to the victim?’

Lucy looks at the case. Pink and purple, with unicorns dancing in rainbows. She remembers the photo of the missing items in the briefing report this morning.

An iPhone. Purple and pink cover, with unicorns.

‘It’s Lauren’s,’ Lucy replies.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Jack sits next to Raj Johal in the digital department, surrounded by stacks of laptops and keyboards, leads hanging like entrails. The screen in front of them shows the video from the memory stick – the footage that started it all.

Raj is moving through the recording, frame by frame, and once again Jack watches as the man puts his hand around Lauren Shaw’s throat, forcing her to the bed, his body on top of hers, her hands held above her head. They’re both naked; she doesn’t move much as he thrusts, clearly having sex. She doesn’t look as if she’s having much fun. If pushed, Jack would classify it as rape; the whole thing turns his stomach.

Raj ignores all of this, pointing out what he has found.

‘The first giveaway is the window. We can see it clearly in shot. The ones throughout Bracken House are twelve-paned sash windows, six on the top, six on the bottom, but this one is standard PVC double glazing. Big window. There’s no way this is the same house.’

Jack frowns. ‘And we’re certain this is Lauren Shaw?’

‘As certain as we can be. Here…’ Raj scrolls forward until the woman’s face is turned towards the camera. ‘Blonde hair, long, loose. Same face, same build. And before you ask, this isn’t some high-tech deepfake. The definition and quality fit something recorded ten years ago.’

‘It was definitely shot at that time? The date on the camera isn’t set wrong?’

‘The metadata on the file matches the timestamp on the video. The footage was recorded on Tuesday the thirteenth of May 2014 at 7:14 p.m. Then downloaded to the memory stick the next day, on Wednesday the fourteenth, in the morning. Seven days after she was reported missing. Plus, there are other indicators – it’s light outside, correct for that time and date. We can see a remote control next to the television in the background – there’s nothing that doesn’t fit for that timeline.’

Jack squints at the screen. ‘Where are they?’

‘A hotel room, from what I can tell. That’s the edge of a red sofa, there. Blue carpet. Desk, wardrobe. And that’s not Declan Cox, before you ask.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘He doesn’t ever turn towards the camera, but this guy’s dark-haired, while Declan Cox is blond. And the build’s all wrong. I’m no expert on male anatomy but this guy is stacked.’ Raj says it with some degree of envy. ‘Look at the biceps on this bloke. The shoulders. And he’s tall – much taller than Lauren. She was a hundred and seventy centimetres, or five foot seven. What do you think, you’ve met the guy? That’s not Declan, is it?’

Jack thinks back. Declan was fit, but he was significantly shorter than him. Couldn’t have been more than five foot nine or ten, a few inches more than Lauren would have been.

‘No, it’s not,’ Jack confirms. ‘So we don’t know where this is, or who this is, but it’s not Declan Cox and it’s not Bracken House.’

‘That’s the long and short of it, yeah. I’m still working on it, trying to save some of the early damaged footage, but you leave a memory stick in the mud for ten years, it’s not going to be in great shape. Even if it has got a rubber cap. Miracle we got this much, to be honest.’

Jack stands up. ‘Thanks, Raj. Call me if you find anything else.’

‘And the phone’s coming in, did you hear?’

Jack spins around in the doorway. ‘Sorry?’

‘Lauren Shaw’s phone – it’s on its way here. The digi-dog found it at the house.’

Jack grins. ‘Bloody brilliant.’

He heads back to the incident room, his mood lifting. ‘Those amazing bloody dogs,’ he mutters under his breath. Finding the phone could give them a world of information. Text messages, call logs, photographs. A suspect.

He’s so lost in thought that he almost bumps into a woman coming the other way.

‘Sorry—’ he mumbles before he realises who it is. ‘Lucy.’

She takes a step back. ‘Sorry.’

‘Good work this morning.’ She looks blank. ‘The phone?’

‘That was Will and Hugo. Not me.’

‘But it was your idea. We should know more soon.’ Jack scrabbles for conversation. ‘Moss found the crime scene, though. The blood?’

‘He did.’

Another awkward pause. ‘Are you done for the day?’

‘Just the usual dog care.’

‘Right. Okay. Lucy—’

She cuts him off. ‘We need to talk.’

It’s what he wants. Her words give reason for optimism, although her body language tells him otherwise. Her shoulders are hunched, almost facing away.

‘Tonight?’ he says.

‘We’ve got dinner with Fran tonight. Tomorrow. Coffee?’

‘Tell me where and when.’

His phone rings, and he internally curses. ‘I need to take this.’

‘Of course.’ She nods and starts walking away. Jack watches her go as he answers the phone, hoping that this is an easing of her anger, a chance to be friends again.

‘Fran, give me some good news.’

‘Hello to you, too. And it depends on what you consider good. We’ve done some tests on the blood samples from the stains found at Bracken House. And they came back as A+, the same as Lauren Shaw. But – Jack – it’s a common blood type. It doesn’t mean that it’s her blood.’

‘But it’s her house. Her music studio. When can you get a positive DNA match?’

‘Still waiting on this and the one for the body. But I’ve seen the photos. A blood pool of that size, even when it’s seeped through carpet and floorboards, compared to the potential stab wound of the woman on the table – it would make sense. You should be looking for the murder weapons. Something solid and blunt. Something that can be yielded with force. Plus, a small knife.’

‘We will. Thanks, Fran.’

He walks back to the incident room, lost in thought, and stands in front of the whiteboard, looking at the photographs of Lauren Shaw and her husband. Lauren was unfaithful, something Declan knew. Something someone had captured on video – had that been Declan? Wanting proof of her infidelity? Did she return to the house, where he confronted her, killed her in the studio and buried her in the garden? A house where Declan never lived again? That points to guilt, surely.

But there are aspects of the murder that don’t make sense. Firstly, the sex on the video doesn’t look consensual. The way Lauren was forced to lie down, the man’s hand on her neck. But she was naked, they both were. What was going on there?

And secondly, Declan had an alibi for both the week when she was reported missing and the week the video was recorded. He was apparently working on a garden in Dorchester first, then Birmingham the following week. But had that been a lie?

Jack feels the buzz of apprehension. They’re getting close, he knows it in his bones. They have a crime scene. They have a body. Declan Cox has motive and means. All they need to do is prove opportunity.

‘Boss?’ Amrit sticks her head around the door. ‘Maggie Shaw is here.’

Jack smiles, happily tapping a finger on the photograph of Declan. Maybe Maggie has the answers. They’ll know soon enough.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Maggie clenches her hands together, locks them between her knees to stop them shaking. She takes four long, deep breaths, relaxing her shoulders. It works, and the nerves subside. A bit, at least.

She should never have agreed to come. When the nice, young police detective called her that morning, inviting her into the police station, she made it sound casual, even fun. ‘Just a few questions. We need your help.’ And how could she say no? Refusing infers guilt, and Maggie is the poor bereaved older sister, the person who reported Lauren missing. Remember that, she tells herself as she waits. Remember that.

They’re ten minutes late. But she smiles benevolently when the tall DCI apologises.

‘My fault,’ DCI Jack Ellis says with a smile. And she can’t help but smile back, enjoying this nice man’s attention. So much so that she nearly ignores the other detective’s outstretched hand.

‘DS Amrit Gill,’ she says. ‘We met yesterday. And we spoke on the phone.’

‘Of course, yes, sorry,’ Maggie says, stumbling over her words.

She spots the detectives exchange amused glances before the woman says, ‘Please, follow me.’

They type in a code, push through double doors into a long corridor. The woman leads the way, Ellis following behind. It makes her feel like a suspect. Flanked so she can’t run.

The interview room doesn’t help, either. It’s basic: hard chairs around a table with recording equipment.

‘I’m sorry about this,’ Ellis says. ‘All the family rooms were taken and we need to record your interview.’

‘Record, why?’

‘It’s a formality. But your statement is evidence.’ He smiles, apologetically this time. ‘We’re hoping something you say will help us find Lauren’s killer. And that could be used in court. Is that okay?’

‘Of course, yes. I hope I can be helpful.’

‘I’m sure you will be.’

He and DS Gill sit down on one side of the table; Maggie takes her cue and sits on the other. She laces her fingers together on her lap, then thinks it makes her look suspicious so rests them lightly on the tabletop. She glances to the detectives; DS Gill is studying the documents in her file but Ellis is watching her. She flushes.

‘Ready?’ he says.

She nods, and he runs through some basic paperwork. A police caution she’s heard a million times on TV, then a bit she has to sign. She turns down legal representation.

‘You are not under arrest and you are free to leave,’ he concludes. ‘Do you understand?’

She nods again. He leans back in his seat.

‘Tell me about Lauren.’

‘What would you like to know?’

‘What were you like as children?’

Maggie thinks back, to their early days in Bracken House. When their mother was alive and their father would be in and out, arriving home in the dead of night and leaving again mere hours later to go on tour. To the late-night parties, when the house would be full of music and singing, their mother at the piano, their father on the guitar. Maggie and Lauren would peer between the banisters to the revellers below, wishing they could be a part of it.

Of course, before long, Lauren was. The prodigious daughter, with perfect pitch and a natural talent on the guitar, while Maggie was left alone, watching, an outsider. A feeling she never grew out of.

But how can she explain that to this man, this detective?

‘We loved each other,’ is all Maggie can say.

‘Did you get on?’ Jack glances to DS Gill. ‘I’m an only child, but my best friend, he had three siblings, and they used to fight like cats and dogs.’

Maggie shrugs. ‘No, we always got along. I looked after her, especially after our mother died.’

‘How old were you?’

‘I was sixteen, Lauren was fourteen. Dad semi-retired to look after Mum, and after he only took gigs close to home. But still, he’d be out all night and I would make sure Lauren was okay.’ Her eyes burn hot, her throat constricts, emotions Maggie has long buried. She’s embarrassed as tears start to fall. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, swiping at her eyes.

DS Gill passes her a tissue. ‘It’s okay,’ she says softly. ‘This must be such a shock. Do you have anyone who can look after you now? A partner? Brett?’

‘Brett? My ex-husband?’ Gill nods. Maggie scoffs. ‘No.’

‘How did you meet?’

‘Through Lauren’s work, at a Christmas party. She had just started working at Randall Bailey, and Brett was a solicitor there. We immediately hit it off.’

‘And why did you split up? You weren’t married long.’

Maggie stops herself. The DS isn’t as innocent as she seems, they’ve done their homework. ‘Just over a year,’ she says carefully.

‘Why did you split up?’

‘He wanted to move up north – his father was an MP up there and Brett was offered a partnership in a law firm if he moved. I wanted to stay here.’

‘Close to home?’

‘Yes.’

‘But it wasn’t your home by then. It was Lauren’s, leaving Declan in charge. Did that bother you?’

‘That he was in control of my family home? Of course it did. But what could I do? He wouldn’t let me have it, and I didn’t have any money to fight him in court. It was officially Lauren’s house, and he was her husband.’

‘We wondered about that. After seven years, you or Declan could have declared Lauren as dead. Why didn’t you?’

‘Because Declan said she was alive. Stupid fool thought she’d come back to him.’

‘Even after ten years?’

‘Declan’s not had a girlfriend since. Their love knew no bounds,’ she adds, sarcastically.

‘You disagreed?’

‘I just knew. She might have left Declan, but she would have never left me.’

‘Did you know Lauren had been murdered, Maggie?’

‘No.’

‘Did you know where her body was buried?’

‘No.’ Maggie glares at them across the table. ‘I thought I wasn’t under arrest.’

‘You’re not, Maggie.’ DCI Ellis has been watching this exchange with interest, his arms folded across his chest, and now he sits back up. ‘But this is a murder investigation and we need to ask some hard questions. Did you know Lauren was sleeping around?’

‘I told you, yes. We used to go out together, and more often than not, she’d pick up men. She was pretty, and she knew it. She’d stay over with them, tell Dec she was with me.’

‘But Declan knew?’

‘He wasn’t stupid. But he couldn’t leave her. He loved her, fool that he was.’

‘Was Declan ever violent with Lauren?’

‘No, but I know what you’re getting at. That night out, with Brett? When they got arrested.’

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know. Declan wasn’t even invited out that night, but Brett came home in the early hours, said that Declan had got pissed, tracked him down, threw a few punches. But Declan doesn’t know what he’s doing. He’s not a fighter.’

‘His police record tells a different story.’

Maggie opens her mouth, to defend Dec again, then shuts it. Why is she bothering? Declan’s never done her any favours. She asked him, begged him for that house, he said no. It was Lauren’s. She wanted to get Lauren declared as dead – at least then she could get some closure and they could get sight of the will, get the other half of her father’s trust transferred to her. But no. She glances at the DCI, hoping he hasn’t noticed the anger and irritation on her face. But the DCI has moved on.

DS Gill reaches under the desk and pulls out a laptop. Ellis opens it and turns the screen around to face her.

‘This is a video we recently recovered from a memory stick. It’s Lauren with a man. Can I show it to you? I have to warn you, it’s not pleasant.’

‘If it’ll help you find who killed her, then yes.’ And Maggie has to admit, she’s interested. If this is what reopened this whole can of worms, she wants to see it.

Ellis presses play and Maggie cranes forward to watch. She sees her sister with this man, feels her mouth fill with saliva as he holds her down, as he fucks her. She’s seen enough and closes her eyes, willing her nausea away.

Ellis closes the laptop with a snap. ‘Are you okay?’ Maggie nods, swallows again. ‘That was filmed a week after you reported her missing. Do you recognise the room they were in?’

She thinks back. Too modern for Bracken House. ‘No.’

‘Do you know who that man was?’

‘No,’ she replies. Quickly. Too quickly. Ellis pauses.

‘And you didn’t see Lauren at all after you reported her missing?’

‘The last time I saw my sister was on Friday the second of May. We went out for drinks and Declan picked us both up from town at the end of the night. We were supposed to meet for lunch on Tuesday – she didn’t show. She hadn’t been to work. Didn’t go on the Wednesday either, and nobody knew where she was. So I reported her missing.’ Maggie recites it robotically. Dates and times seared into her brain in the ten years Lauren’s been gone. She looks up, meets his eyes and notices for the first time how odd they are. Grey-blue, almost otherworldly. She clears her throat. ‘Can I go now?’

The detective doesn’t argue and ends the interview, letting Maggie leave that stifling room, out into the muggy September day. She walks quickly to her car, starting the engine and turning the aircon up high. She drives. And only once she’s miles away from that police station, the vents pumping out freezing-cold air, does she feel she can breathe again.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

‘Stop fidgeting.’

‘I shouldn’t have worn this shirt.’

‘You’re fine. Better than fine.’

Lucy and Pete wait at Fran’s front door, Pete pulling at his collar, Moss doing loops around their legs.

She reaches for Pete’s hand and gives it a quick squeeze. ‘Chill out, they’re our friends.’

‘They’re your friends.’

‘You know Fran—’ Lucy stops talking as the door is opened, and Fran greets them with an enthusiastic hello. She reaches forward to hug them – first Lucy, then Pete. Lucy breathes a sigh of relief as Pete relaxes into her embrace.

‘Come in, come in…’ They cautiously step out of Moss’s lead, now wrapped around their ankles, and the three of them walk into the kitchen where Mike, Fran’s husband, is waiting. He offers a hand to Pete, then hugs Lucy.

‘It’s ridiculous it’s taken us so long to do this,’ Mike says. ‘But you lot and your shifts…’

‘We’re here now,’ Lucy replies, cheerfully.

The room is filled with tantalising smells of garlic, tomato and herbs. Fran’s an excellent cook and Italian to boot – Lucy always looks forward to dinner chez Rosetti. There’s a television blaring in the living room and Lucy pokes her head around to see Raff and Matteo sitting on the sofa, transfixed.

‘They’ve got two minutes then it’s bedtime,’ Fran says. ‘Two minutes!’ she bellows into the living room, getting zero response. ‘Drinks? What can I get you?’

A bottle of Corona is passed to Pete, while Lucy’s driving so gets a Diet Coke. Mike takes a seat at the table, gesturing for them to do the same.

Fran pours herself a large glass of red and hands one to Mike, who takes it with a sigh, leaning back comfortably in the chair and resting his hands on his ample tummy as two small faces poke around the door. Fran waves them in and they stand in front of her, pyjamaed and ready for bed. With Fran’s dark curly hair and slim build, and Mike’s bright blue eyes, they’re the perfect blend of their parents.

‘This is Rafferty and Matteo,’ Fran says. ‘Boys, you know Lucy, and this is Pete.’

They look at Pete with awe.

‘Do you have a dog as well?’ Raff, the older of the two, asks.

‘I have two. A German shepherd called Dax and a spaniel called Pepper.’

‘Does he bite people?’

‘Dax? He’d take a chunk out of someone’s arm if I let him.’

‘Cool,’ they breathe in admiration.

‘Now, teeth, please. And bed.’ Fran nudges Mike and he gets to his feet, escorting the two boys up the stairs. There’s a pause, as Fran takes two large slabs of garlic bread out of the oven and places them in front of Pete. He’s polite but Lucy’s been here before, grabbing a slice and almost inhaling it.

There’s a shout down the stairs, then Mike sticks his head around the door.

‘They want to know if Pete will read them a story,’ he says.

‘An honour indeed,’ Fran replies. She turns to Pete. ‘But you don’t have to.’

‘No, no, I will,’ Pete says.

‘One book. Don’t let them tell you otherwise.’

Pete goes, his heavy footsteps tramping up the stairs. Mike sits down, taking a piece of garlic bread.

‘He’s nice,’ Mike says through his mouthful.

‘What did you expect?’ Lucy laughs.

‘I don’t know. Nico?’

‘He’s nothing like my dead husband.’

‘Thankfully,’ Fran says with a smile. She squeezes Lucy’s shoulder. ‘He’s a good one.’ Her eyes look skywards as they hear Pete’s low tones, and the squeals and giggles of two young children. ‘Looks like he’s good with kids,’ Fran adds, with a wiggle of her eyebrows.

‘Fran…’

‘Just saying. If you two want that in your future.’

‘I don’t know. We haven’t discussed it.’

‘Do you?’

Finally running out of patience with the tantalising smells on the table, Moss pokes his head up from where he’s been lying underneath. He nudges Lucy’s leg with his nose; she pulls off a corner of the bread and passes it down to him.

‘I don’t know,’ Lucy says, truthfully. ‘I’m thirty-nine, I think that ship has sailed.’

‘Not necessarily.’

Lucy shrugs. ‘The dogs are enough.’

Pete comes back downstairs, interrupting their conversation with the news that the boys are ready for their goodnight kisses, and Fran and Mike leave, saving Lucy from further interrogation. Pete sits next to Lucy, then pauses, in thought. ‘They’re good kids.’

‘They are.’

Lucy doesn’t dare ask what he’s thinking.

With the kids in bed, the adults – and the spaniel – are free to enjoy their dinner. Fran produces a hot dish out of the oven, cheese bubbling, pasta crisped at the edges, and doles out huge helpings of spinach and ricotta cannelloni, in a rich tomato sauce. Lucy digs in with gusto, and the conversation silences as everyone eats.

‘I saw Jack today,’ Fran says, a forkful of pasta raised to her mouth.

‘You’re as subtle as a brick to the face,’ Lucy replies, chewing. ‘Go on, then, what did he say?’

‘About you? Nothing. We talked about the body Moss found.’

‘And?’

‘COD – penetrating wound to the chest and blunt trauma to the head.’ Information like this should be confidential but Fran’s long given up hiding details from Lucy. She knows she can be trusted. ‘Someone stabbed her, then whacked her with something blunt and heavy. And she’s been down there at least five years. Lauren went missing in 2014. Weren’t you in Major Crimes at that time?’

‘Just before I transferred in. Moss found a blood pool today. A big one.’

‘I heard. That would correlate. Poor woman. What’s the working theory?’

‘Don’t ask me, I’m just the lowly dog handler.’ Fran gives her a look.

‘The husband has a record,’ Pete says, his mouth full. All eyes turn his way. ‘Gus from intel told me. Police were called to mediate an argument between him and the victim at home. Then ABH in a bar brawl.’

‘So it’s like that, is it?’ Lucy says, feeling the burn of righteous fury. ‘The husband killed her, buried her in the garden.’

‘Except there’s the question of where she was between her sister reporting her missing and ending up in the garden. Because she wasn’t dead then – the video proves it.’

‘You and Gus have been chatting.’

Pete shrugs. ‘Just pointing out it’s not as cut and dried as you think.’

‘Jack will get to the bottom of it,’ Fran says, as Mike tops up their glasses, Pete nodding eagerly, swapping beer for wine.

‘It’s not much of a mystery if you ask me,’ Lucy replies. ‘Husband is a shit, discovers her affair, kills her. Maybe she tried to leave, and that’s why she was reported missing—’

‘Why wouldn’t she tell her sister what was going on?’ Fran interjects.

‘Fear, shame? It’s been known. It’s the simplest answer.’

‘The simplest doesn’t mean it’s true. Not all husbands kill their wives.’

‘Unlike you to stick up for the violent man, Fran,’ Lucy challenges.

‘I’m not. But theories are all well and good, you need proof. Maybe the unknown lover killed her? I heard the video was more like a rape than consensual sex.’

‘It was? Then that’s one way of finding the killer.’

‘How?’

‘Male offenders who commit sexual assault have usually been caught for other sexual crimes before. Upskirting or voyeurism, stuff like that. Run a search on those, they might find their man.’ But then she shakes her head. ‘The lover killed her in her own house without the husband realising? I doubt it. But yes…’ Lucy points a fork at Fran. ‘They need to prove it. This cannelloni is excellent, by the way.’

‘Thank you.’

The two men, having sensibly remained silent throughout this exchange, now breathe a sigh of relief that the discussion hasn’t turned hostile. The conversation moves on to other topics – Mike’s day at the hospital; Pete and Dax’s training in the afternoon – and Lucy uses that moment to reflect on Fran’s words.

Her friend is right, of course. Some men are violent and don’t kill their wives. Other men won’t lay a hand on anyone their entire lives. But Lucy finds it hard not to tar everyone with the same brush. She knows about violent men – she married one. And he damn well nearly killed her. Now there’s a body in the garden and a blood stain in the house – what’s she supposed to think?

Her thoughts turn to Pete – he couldn’t be more different to Nico Halliday. Where Nico dominated a conversation, especially when he’d had a few to drink, Pete is introverted and considered, now asking Mike questions, listening intently to his replies. Nico was brash and messy; Pete is simple. He loves his dogs and his job. But does he love her?

She catches his eye as he talks to Mike, smiles knowingly, then turns to Fran, answering a question about where he grew up, what attracted him to the dog unit. He’s honest, there’s no duplicity in his answers, whereas with Nico there was always a double entendre or a dig in play.

But it’s unfair to compare the two. When the only similarity is that Lucy loved them both. Loves, present tense, in Pete’s case.

And that’s the part that scares her.

Later, when the wine has been drunk and the ice cream eaten, Lucy and Fran sit alone at the table while the men head out to the garage.

‘He’s been going on about his new putter all week, I’m just glad he finally gets to show it to someone who’s interested,’ Fran says, swilling the dregs of the wine in the bottom of her glass.

‘I hate to say this, but I don’t think Pete’s played a single round of golf his entire life.’

Fran laughs. ‘I like him.’

‘I do too.’

‘You’re a different person nowadays. Different to when you were married to Nico. You seem… happy.’

‘I am.’

‘Good.’

There’s a pause, and Lucy’s known Fran for long enough to be aware something else is coming. And she can guess what.

‘Now will you please make up with Jack?’

Lucy sighs, picking up the empty ice-cream tub and running her spoon around the bottom. ‘I’m meeting him tomorrow.’

‘Good. And hear him out, Luce. Let him apologise again, then put it behind you. He’s done his penance.’

‘So everyone says. You, Amrit. Even Pete.’

‘Then maybe, just maybe, we’re right? And I say this with love, Lucy, because I do love you, but you can be stubborn and blinkered at times.’

‘I love you, too, Fran,’ Lucy says sarcastically.

Fran ignores her. ‘And don’t you think that your anger, your rift with Jack, is just convenience?’ In the silence, Fran continues, ‘If you’re angry with Jack then you don’t have to think about the elephant in the room? That somewhere out there, you might have a sister.’

Lucy wrinkles her nose. Dammit, it’s annoying when Fran’s right.

‘You don’t have to go and find her, you know.’

‘I do, though. Isn’t that the point?’ Lucy says. ‘For years I’ve stayed well clear. My dad never brings up my mum, there’s certainly no reminders of her in his new place, not with my stepmother around. I’ve been able to ignore it. But this,’ she gestures widely, ‘means I have to go and find out. If Nico was telling the truth. If my mother left that day and somehow, somewhere, before she died, she had another child. And what if…’ Lucy’s voice chokes, emotion bubbling to the surface. ‘Never mind.’

‘What if… what?’ Fran pushes gently.

‘What if, in that short time, this sister had this wonderful life with my mother. With my mum. Why couldn’t I have that?’

Lucy swallows the last few words, then runs her finger around the edge of the tub, scooping up the last dregs of dessert.

‘There’s a lot of what ifs in that statement,’ Fran says softly. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to know?’

There’s loud conversation and laughing as Mike and Pete come back into the room. Mike claps Pete heartily on the back. ‘I like this one, Lucy,’ he says, his normally rosy cheeks flushed with booze and excitement. Pete meets Lucy’s gaze, senses the mood in the room and raises his eyebrows, a silent, Are you okay? Lucy nods quickly in return.

‘We should be going,’ Lucy says, getting to her feet. She feels unsteady, although she’s had nothing to drink. They gather their coats, say their goodbyes, and Mike and Fran stand in the doorway as Lucy loads Moss into the crate and closes the boot.

In the privacy of the car, as they’re driving away, Pete turns to her.

‘They’re nice.’

‘I told you.’

‘Have you ever… you know. Wanted what they have? Kids. A family. Two-point-four. Isn’t that everyone’s goal in life?’

‘Is it?’ Lucy glances away from the road for a moment. Pete half-shrugs, half-nods. ‘I thought I did,’ Lucy continues. ‘Once. But now…’ Lucy leaves it unanswered.

Pete nods, slowly. ‘One thing at a time,’ he says, sagely. And he reaches out, taking her hand for a moment. She squeezes his, feeling inadequate for not knowing what to say. He pulls away so she can change gear, and she misses his touch. Misses the warmth once it’s gone.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The man sits in a near-empty room. The only light is the glow from his computer screen. He’s been here for hours.

Next to him are four empty cans. Beer, drunk while he was hardly thinking, leaving a pleasant buzz behind. A numbness he needs more often now. Every night, before he sleeps. If he sleeps.

He clicks his mouse, scrolling the page. In the beginning, he didn’t know what he was looking for. He just wanted something to do, someone to talk to, to take his mind off his empty life, the empty house. He found himself on YouTube and bodybuilding sites. This is what he could do. He could get fit, get jacked. So the next time that bitch saw him, she’d regret ever letting him go. But he never made it to the gym. Instead, he spends night after night here. In front of his computer.

Because those videos took him to one more. The next and then the next. And he found himself listening to other men – men like him – talk about how they ended up this way.

At first, he was confused. Here were these men talking like they were the victims. Not women – men. Men living in dangerous times, where they’re accused of rape, persecuted; where living life as a privileged white guy is shit. Women take our jobs, our children, and we’re made to feel like we’re the dangerous ones, these men cry.

He finds himself intrigued. And then angry. Furious, at how he ended up alone, when he was promised everything.

He learns a new language. He finds friends in this brave new world – this so-called manosphere. He takes the red pill and realises he’s been lied to his whole life. The world is stacked against him. The male suicide rate is three times that of women. Men get less support for their mental health problems. They’re more likely to go to prison, get stabbed in the street.

And what’s the worst thing? Nobody can get laid!

He joins Facebook groups, message boards, chat rooms. He listens to blogs and podcasts, and the message is the same. This is their fault, not yours. Men are suffering – and it’s all because of the women.

And then one day, he posts. Up to now he’s been a lurker, no more than eyes and ears, but, out of the blue, he has a voice. He writes about his ex-wife. About how she left him, turned his friends and family against him. Left him with the house but took the furniture. And he waits.

For a while, nobody responds. And then his post is upvoted. A thumbs-up button that thrills him, that makes him think that someone’s listening. And then he gets a reply. One more, ten more, until there’s a choir of voices adding their support to his pain.

Get the bitch! they chant. This isn’t your fault. You did nothing wrong! So you had sex with another woman. I bet she hadn’t let you fuck her for ages. I bet you were gagging, desperate. This is your right.

Suddenly he is one of many, rather than the odd one out. His brothers, his fellow men. They understand.

He stands on the edge of the rabbit hole. And he falls.

He falls.
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DAY THREE – THURSDAY
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Jack stands in front of his team, looking at the timeline Amrit has drawn on the whiteboard. Everyone is waiting, silent, for her to continue: Phil Lawrence and Emma Bates, plus Gus Harman, who has joined from intel – a vital resource in an investigation like this – and is keeping things strictly business by sitting a good distance away from Amrit, Jack notes. Jack likes Gus; he’s a brilliant analyst despite looking nothing like the stereotype. Thick brown hair tied back in a man bun, rich full beard. Biceps more suited to a lumberjack than a geek from intel, with the thighs to match, stretching his trousers to breaking point. Any normal man would feel inferior working around such a god, Jack thinks, unconsciously rubbing his comparatively skinny bicep. But not him, oh no. He’s much too grown-up for that.

Amrit takes them through the timeline.

The date Lauren Shaw was reported missing by her sister, then the date on the video, six days later. Neither her sister nor her husband claims to have seen her during this time – so where had she been?

They’ve got the notes from the original missing person investigation, but they’re brief, leaving little to go on. Gus has been tasked with tracking down the original officer in charge – a woman called Uma Norris, who has since left the force.

A new bulletin went out on the news last night. The bare bones of the case – Lauren Shaw, missing for ten years, confirming the discovery of the body, and a plea for information. But as yet, the phone lines have been quiet.

‘I’d like to be more precise on the date she died,’ Jack says. ‘We know she was alive on Tuesday the thirteenth of May, when the video was filmed, but after that, we’re wide open. Keep your ears and eyes out for intel that can narrow down this window.’

‘It was ten years ago,’ Amrit says, taking a seat and staring at the board. ‘It’s a big ask for people to remember that far back.’

‘You never know.’ They’d shared a photograph with the media – Lauren smiling, long blonde hair, big blue eyes. She was beautiful. ‘Someone must remember her,’ he says to Amrit.

‘I still think it all revolves around the husband.’

‘So how are we doing with Declan’s alibi?’ Jack says. Amrit’s been set on the husband from the beginning – but Jack’s reservations are growing. There are too many pieces missing from the jigsaw – the mysterious lover, for one. But they’d be foolish not to look closely at Declan Cox. As if he could stop Amrit.

He likes that his second in command has taken the bit between her teeth with this one. She’s previously told him she wants more responsibility, in line with her new sergeant promotion, and he’s been doing his best to let her take the lead. She’s smart and more than capable, and he wants her to succeed.

Phil speaks up. ‘I’ve been going over the witness statements from that time. Declan Cox was away for work over those key dates – he left on the morning of Monday the fifth of May, only returning on the Thursday, when Hampshire Police got in touch. He then left again on Monday the twelfth, not returning until Friday the sixteenth of May.’

‘His wife is missing and he goes back to work?’ Amrit chips in.

‘Odd, right? But his statement says he assumed she was with another man. He thought Maggie had overreacted and it was nothing serious.’

‘So where was he?’

‘For the first one he was in Dorchester. He says he left on the Monday morning, saying goodbye to his wife. His client confirmed he was there – they saw him all through the day, working in the garden, plus the hotel confirmed where he stayed. And the second week he was in Birmingham – further from home, but again, he was on site all day.’

‘So three hours away, at most,’ Jack says, interrupting the pair. ‘Let’s run with your theory, Amrit. Let’s assume he knew his wife was having an affair, and due to come home at some point that week to collect her belongings. What’s stopping him driving back late at night? He finds his wife at home, they argue, he kills her, buries the body, cleans up the blood as best he can, then drives back to Birmingham, ready to be witnessed by his client that morning.’

Amrit looks jubilant. ‘It’s possible.’

‘But it raises more questions. How did he know when Lauren would be at the house—?’

‘Perhaps she arranged to meet him.’

‘Where are her belongings? Her father’s guitar? Her laptop?’

‘He burned them? And the phone was at the house, so perhaps the laptop’s there too. We know the digi-dog didn’t have time for a full search and the LSOs got called away – maybe they missed something?’

‘Okay. We’ll get them back. But how did that video end up on the memory stick and how did the memory stick end up in the garden?’

‘Declan videoed it, maybe? And when he confronted her, she threw it out there in a fit of rage. Or maybe she videoed it to show him. To prove she was leaving him.’

Jack frowns. ‘Not a nice thing to do – show your husband a video of you having sex with another man. And why does it look like rape? Surely she’d be a little more… enthusiastic?’

‘It would make him angry enough to kill her either way.’

‘Perhaps. But why didn’t she tell her sister where she was? The misper investigation was small, yes, but Maggie would have been calling her. If the sisters were as close as Maggie claims, Lauren wouldn’t have wanted her to worry.’

‘Scared of her abusive husband?’

‘I’m just saying – maybe you’re a bit quick to jump to the conclusion that it’s Declan.’

‘I’m hearing hooves and thinking horses, boss. That’s all.’ Jack looks at her, unconvinced. ‘Well, who else have we got in the picture?’

‘The mystery lover—’ Phil suggests.

‘Who’s still unidentified,’ Amrit interrupts.

‘The sister?’

‘The person who reported her missing?’

‘Trying to seem innocent?’ Jack says. ‘Look, Amrit, we just need to be careful, we shouldn’t narrow our search. Why are you so set on Declan?’

‘He’s the most likely killer. Do you agree he’s a possibility?’

‘Yes—’

‘And our prime suspect?’

‘I guess so—’

‘So we should move to arrest.’ Amrit grins. ‘Come on, boss. This is more than reasonable suspicion.’

Jack’s enjoying the debate. One thing Jack likes about his DS is how she doesn’t take any shit from him. Hierarchy be damned – if Amrit doesn’t agree, she’ll say.

‘Fine. But I’m interviewing with you. Somebody needs to keep you in check.’

‘Deal.’

‘Boss, there’s another way of looking at it,’ Gus says reticently.

‘Go on?’

‘Lauren, in the video. What if that man did rape her, and he is responsible for her murder? We know that when men commit sexual offences, it isn’t usually a one-off. So why don’t we search for unsolved sexual assaults in Hampshire around that time, as well as men who have been caught in the past for smaller offences. Like upskirting, or stalking.’

‘That’s a great idea. Crack on.’

Gus flushes. Goes to say something, then hesitates.

‘What?’ Jack pushes.

‘It wasn’t exactly my idea. I was speaking to Pete this morning, Pete Nash, and he said—’

‘It was Lucy Halliday’s idea?’

Gus looks sheepish. ‘Yes.’

‘Well, it’s still good. Run with it. But we’re arresting Declan Cox,’ Jack says before Amrit can argue. He glances up at the clock. ‘I need to go. You all know what you’re doing. Amrit, contact R and P, get uniforms to bring Declan in and let me know when he arrives. And Gus?’ Gus looks up, bright red. ‘Stop gossiping with the dog unit. I know we’re all police, but it’s still confidential.’

‘Sorry, boss,’ Gus says quietly.

Jack stands up straight and puts his coat on.

‘Good luck,’ Amrit says.

He looks at her with a grimace. ‘I’m going to need it.’
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Lucy fidgets as she waits for Jack. That morning, after Pete left, she’d stood in front of her wardrobe for a quarter of an hour until common sense pulled her into action. Jack’s not some rejected lover. He’s her friend, who lied to her for six months. It doesn’t matter what she wears.

She settles on casual – jeans and a T-shirt – and arrives early at the coffee shop. She orders a flat white, sitting down at the back. He arrives, bang on time, as she knew he would. He’s nervous too, she can tell by the way he glances around, by his shy smile when he spots her. He gestures towards the counter and she shakes her head, no, pointing to the oversized cup in front of her. Another few moments, and he’s taking a seat opposite, placing his mug of tea on the table. She doesn’t get up for a hug like she usually would, and he hesitates.

‘How are you?’ he asks in the silence that follows.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Thank you for meeting me.’

She can’t resist asking: ‘How’s the case going?’

‘Steadily. Thank you for your input.’ She’s confused until he adds: ‘Gus spoke to Pete this morning. Men who commit sexual offences have probably done it before?’

Lucy’s eyes widen in surprise. ‘So Pete does listen to me, after all. Those men, they’re like blabbering fishwives.’ Jack laughs. ‘Are you going to arrest the husband?’

‘Amrit’s doing it now. I don’t think it’ll stick, though. We haven’t got anything concrete. Hard to find in a ten-year-old cold case scattered across the country. We’ve got witnesses in Birmingham and an ex-brother-in-law in Newcastle.’

‘You’ll get there.’

‘We will.’

Another pause.

‘What did you—’

‘Lucy, I wanted to say—’

They speak at once, both stopping, waiting for the other. She gestures to him to go on.

‘I wanted to say again how sorry I am,’ Jack says. ‘I should have told you before what Nico said.’

Lucy has efficiently nursed this grudge over the last few months, but now he’s here, she’s fed up. It’s exhausting.

‘And I’m sorry for being such a sulky cow about it.’

Jack visibly relaxes. ‘You were right to be.’

‘What did you find out about my mother?’

‘I… Right…’ He bends down and takes a sheaf of paper out of his bag, placing it on the table between them. She leans across, looking at the top page – it seems to be medical records. ‘Before we… Before I told you, I’d put an information request into the NHS. It came back a week ago.’

‘What have you got?’

‘Not much, I have to admit. It’s just snippets – from a hospital outside Whitley Bay.’

‘Near where we lived at the time,’ she says thoughtfully.

Jack meets her gaze. ‘Yes.’ He scrabbles in the pile of paper – pushing one sheet across to her. ‘Nina Holmes. Admitted to rehab for alcohol and cocaine addiction.’ He pauses and Lucy can feel him appraising her, checking her reaction. ‘Did you know?’

‘I suspected she might have been an alcoholic. The other half – no. All my father ever said was that she was a “difficult” woman.’ Lucy says it complete with air quotes. ‘Was there any mention of another child?’

‘No, nothing that I saw. And it’s hard to look for birth records when you don’t have a name. But I’ll help you, Lucy. If that’s what you want to do. I’ll help you find her.’

‘I don’t know that I want to.’ Lucy sits back in her seat, cupping her now empty coffee in her hands. ‘What would be the point? What would I gain from knowing?’

‘Peace of mind? Family?’

‘The former is fine. And regarding the latter – I don’t see the family I have.’

Jack leans across the table towards her. ‘I’ve been in short supply of that, too, over the years. But would it hurt to find out? Worst case – your sister doesn’t want anything to do with you.’

‘Or she doesn’t exist and it was all a figment of Nico’s imagination as he died?’

‘Or that.’ He smiles fondly across the table. ‘Think about it. Whatever you decide – I’m with you.’

She missed this, this friendship. Jack’s unwavering determination to get to the truth. And the faith he has in her – that she’ll be able to tackle anything life throws her way. She wishes she had that confidence.

But before she can say anything else, his phone rings. They look at it, vibrating on the table.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says.

‘It’s fine. You have a killer to find.’

Jack answers it, listens for a moment. Then with a final, ‘I’m on my way,’ he’s on his feet, lifting the mug for a last gulp of tea. ‘They’ve got into Lauren’s phone,’ Jack says. ‘Looks like we have evidence behind Declan Cox’s arrest after all. Oh, shit.’ He winces. ‘We have the ex-copper coming in. Uma Norris – the old DC on Lauren’s disappearance. Phil’s tied up looking at historical offences with Gus, and Amrit’s interviewing with me. Bloody hell, I need to recruit—’

‘I can do it.’

Jack stares at her.

‘The interview? I’ll do it. I remember Uma, she was a DC when I was trying to transfer. She gave me some advice at the time. I liked her, she was smart. Tell me what to ask. I’m off today. It’d be nice to see her again. Take my mind off…’ She points a finger to the notes about her mother. ‘This.’

‘Are you sure?’ Jack’s torn. ‘Do you still have access to the RMS?’

‘Yes, of course. As long as all the case files are up to date?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Go,’ Lucy says, decisively. ‘I’ll read up. It’ll be fine.’

‘Thank you,’ he says breathlessly. He walks a few paces before she calls out his name.

‘Jack!’ He turns, waits a moment. ‘Thank you,’ she says.

He pauses, maybe expecting her to say something else, then smiles and nods. And with a few decisive strides, he’s out of the coffee shop and on his way back to the nick.

Lucy takes a deep breath and runs a finger through the notes Jack has left on the table. For the first time she feels a tug of curiosity about the woman who gave birth to her. And this sister. A part of her who might still be alive.

Jack’s given her confidence to tackle this, but not just that. Unexpectedly, she has hope. That one day soon, she might find the answers.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Uma Norris quit the police force to become a primary school teacher.

‘Much the same skill set,’ she says with utter seriousness. ‘Crowd control, refusing instructions. A tiny drunk person, essentially. Only difference is they’re easily distracted with Lego.’

Lucy shudders. ‘Give me a crazed lunatic any day.’

‘At least when they’re young, you have a chance to change them,’ she replies, and Lucy has to concede that point.

‘You’re still job, then,’ Uma says. ‘What are you doing now? Major Crimes?’

‘Dog unit,’ Lucy replies and Uma looks confused. She obviously missed the headlines. ‘It’s a long story,’ Lucy adds with a shrug. ‘Suits me better this way.’

As someone who also left MCIT, Uma accepts this without question, and they move from their personal catch-up to the case. Uma was a DC when Lauren Shaw first went missing in May 2014. She reported to a DS, but Uma says he had little to do with it.

‘They said it was a waste of time from day one. The sister was persistent, but the husband said she’d left with another man. And then we traced her mobile phone to Bognor and that confirmed it. In my sergeant’s eyes, at least.’

‘Bognor Regis?’ Lucy asks, surprised. That wasn’t in the file. ‘What was she doing there?’

‘Shagging, we assumed.’

‘Did you go down there? Get face-to-face confirmation?’

‘No. I emailed a photo, though, and the owner of the B&B said it was her.’ She pauses. ‘I saw on the news that you’d found her. Buried in the garden?’ Lucy nods. ‘Shit. I didn’t see that coming.’

‘You didn’t suspect the husband?’

‘Declan? No. He was angry, but pretty relaxed. I had to drag him back from his work trip to talk to him about it. And even when we told him his wife was missing, he didn’t give a shit.’

‘Did you ever work out who the other man might have been?’

‘No idea, sorry. As I said, we didn’t put much manpower into it, and we were busy at that time.’

‘It was all over the news, though? I remember it, even now.’

Uma smiles, resigned. ‘That was my last-ditch attempt to get some interest from the higher-ups. As it was, I got my wrist slapped, and zero response from the public.’

Lucy leans back with a sigh. She hopes that Jack is having better luck with the arrested Declan Cox, because it seems unlikely that Uma’s going to give much of note. They’re in the family room, sitting on sofas. They’ve both got water in front of them and Lucy takes a sip now. The weather is still stifling but the air feels different. Oppressive and close, and looking at the window, Lucy sees black clouds closing in. A storm coming.

‘I’ll tell you one thing I did think was weird,’ Uma says. ‘Lauren Shaw was due to perform at a gig on the Friday night. The week after she disappeared.’

Lucy consults the timeline. ‘Friday the sixteenth of May?’

She shows Uma the calendar and Uma nods. ‘Yeah. At the Brook, in Southampton. I remember it, even now, because I used to go a lot at the time. A good venue, and Declan said that Lauren was over the moon about it. Someone from her father’s record label was going to be there, it could have been a big break for her.’

‘But she didn’t show?’

‘No, and didn’t tell them either. She burned a few bridges by bailing on that gig. What’s this here?’ she adds, pointing at the timeline.

‘A video was found. That’s what started this whole thing off.’ Uma’s a civilian now but Lucy trusts her not to share. ‘A video of her with a man.’

‘And that was recorded on Tuesday the thirteenth? That’s a nice narrow window for you to work with.’

Lucy has to agree. If Lauren was alive on the Tuesday, but dead by the Friday, when she missed the gig, that’s a window of four days for her time of death. Her thoughts turn to the other question about the case – the non-consensual nature of the sex on the video.

‘Do you remember anything about other investigations at that time? Any rapes or sexual assaults in the area?’

‘Yeah, that’s just it. Why we didn’t look at Lauren’s disappearance too deeply – we had a spate of sexual assaults and we were keen to get to the bottom of those. Why do you ask?’

‘The video of Lauren and this man. It looks like it might have been rape.’

‘Seriously?’ Uma leans back, thinking. ‘I wish I could bring it to mind, but it was so long ago. There was a cluster, I remember that. A few, over the course of a couple of months – and even with all the manpower, we still didn’t catch the offenders. You can look it up, though? Get intel on to it?’

‘We will. And thank you. You’ve been a huge help.’

Lucy walks to the door and the two of them enjoy sharing the gossip from that time. Who’s been promoted, who’s left, who’s shagging whom. At the front entrance, Uma pauses.

‘I’m sorry that we didn’t give it enough attention back then. I did push my DS – I said we needed to at least search the house and grounds. But he didn’t listen. I was new to the department and didn’t want to make waves.’

‘And a woman,’ Lucy adds.

‘Well, exactly,’ Uma says with an eye roll. ‘I knew something was off. Turns out I was right.’

‘We usually are,’ Lucy says, and with a final hug, she lets Uma get on her way. Back to her classroom of five-year-olds and Lego, and Lucy has to envy her. Just one tiny little bit.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

Declan Cox seems to have shrunk overnight, his shoulders slumped, his cheeks hollowed. Black shadows are scored under his eyes as he stares at Jack, looking like a puppy about to be taken to the pound. He has a solicitor by his side, but she’s distracted, reading something on her iPad while Jack talks.

‘Mr Cox, may I remind you, you’re under caution. Do you understand why you’re here?’

‘You think I killed Lauren.’

‘You are under arrest on suspicion of her murder, yes. Are you ready?’ He pauses, waiting for the solicitor. After a few seconds of silence, she looks up, and nods. ‘Then we’ll begin.’

Next to Jack, Amrit sits up straight, keen to get started. They agreed on their interview strategy before they went in, but Amrit looks a little too eager to get to the good part.

‘Mr Cox, may we call you Declan?’ Jack begins. Declan looks to his solicitor, then nods. ‘Declan, how would you describe your relationship with your wife? Before she went missing.’

‘Good. Stable. I loved her, she loved me.’

‘And yet when you were interviewed in relation to her disappearance, you said, and I quote,’ – Jack refers to his notes – ‘“She’s probably off shagging some other bloke. She’ll come back.”’

Declan’s face flushes. ‘Lauren had affairs. That was no secret.’

‘Who knew about them?’ Declan looks blank. ‘The affairs. Who was aware of what she was doing?’

‘Oh. Er… me. Maggie. Probably Brett.’

‘This is Brett Thompson, your brother-in-law?’

‘Ex-brother-in-law now.’

‘It must have made you angry?’

‘In the beginning, yes. But I realised that if I wanted to be married to Lauren, that was the price I had to pay. She was a musician, a free spirit. She slept with other men, so what? She always came back to me.’

‘Except this time, she didn’t.’

‘No.’ He looks down at his hands, picking at his nails.

‘Could you tell me who this is, in this photograph? With Lauren.’ Amrit pushes a still from the video across to him.

‘This is…’ Declan looks up in surprise, then studies it closely. ‘Hard to tell from that.’

‘Do you recognise the location?’

‘No. But it’s not Bracken House, if that’s what you’re asking.’

‘Can you give us the names of any of the men Lauren was sleeping with?’

‘No, sorry. We didn’t exchange business cards,’ he adds bitterly.

‘Did you ever argue about it?’

Declan blinks. ‘Yes.’

‘Regularly?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Did any of those fights turn physical?’

A glance to the solicitor, who remains mute. ‘No. Never.’

‘Because you have a history of getting into fights, Declan. An arrest for drunk and disorderly and ABH in April 2014, police called out to your house a couple of weeks before.’

‘I never hurt Lauren,’ he says, dully.

‘Are you sure?’

Amrit takes two photos from the pile. Pushes them across to Declan.

‘Where did you get these?’ he snaps.

‘From Lauren’s phone.’

‘You have her phone?’

‘Our dog team recovered it yesterday from the house. How did Lauren get bruises like this?’

Declan closes his eyes for a second too long. He knows something.

In the silence, Jack looks again at the photographs. Taken in a mirror, Lauren has a black eye, the skin swollen and bruised around the socket. ‘How did she get this, Declan? This photo dates from mid-March 2014, if that helps jog your memory.’

‘I didn’t hit her,’ he says softly.

‘So who did?’

‘I don’t know. I was working away that week – came home and her face looked like that. She said she’d tripped.’

‘And fell on someone’s fist?’

‘I thought that was probably the case but she wouldn’t say. So I left it alone. Do you think whoever did this killed her?’

‘It’s likely. Was that you?’

‘No!’

‘You work away a lot, don’t you, Declan?’

‘I did then. My company was taking off and I felt under pressure to take commissions where I could. Clients would recommend me to their friends, wherever they lived.’

‘And two of these clients lived in Birmingham and Dorchester?’

‘At the time, yes.’

‘And that’s where you were in May 2014?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Your alibi.’ Amrit pulls his statement out of the file, pushes it across to him. The solicitor gives it a cursory glance then goes back to her iPad. ‘You said you were in Dorchester the week Lauren went missing, coming back on the Thursday to speak to the police. Then you went to Birmingham the week after. A bit strange, given your wife was missing.’

‘I thought she’d come back,’ he says quietly. ‘It was worth a lot of money. I couldn’t miss it.’

‘Can anyone confirm you were there?’

‘The client saw me during the day.’

‘And in the evening?’

‘I think…’ He glances to his solicitor; she meets his gaze, gives a quick shake of her head. ‘No comment.’

Amrit pulls a face. ‘Oh, come on. You can’t be reticent now. This is your alibi. Your one explanation for how it couldn’t have been you that killed Lauren. Because you were here.’ She stabs a finger on the statement. ‘In Birmingham.’

‘No comment.’

‘We’ll move on,’ Jack interrupts.

Amrit pulls a laptop out of her bag, opens it and presses play on the file lined up to go. A voice fills the room, loud, aggressive, angry, but unmistakably Declan’s. Where are you, you fucking bitch? Left me to deal with all this? I’ve got the police sniffing around – least you could do is call them and say you’re not dead. Of all the crap I thought you’d pull, Lauren, I didn’t think you’d do this.

The recording crackles and stops. Amrit looks at Declan. ‘Was that you?’ she snaps.

‘Yes,’ he says softly.

‘You were angry when she left.’

‘I didn’t kill her.’

‘It certainly sounds like you might.’

‘No comment.’

Amrit snorts and sits back in her chair. She pushes the file to Jack, who taps a finger on it, thinking.

While Amrit’s been going full barrels at the man, Jack’s been watching him closely. His cheeks are flushed and he’s sweating, his leg jumping under the table, but that doesn’t necessarily infer guilt. He’s nervous, but why? Had he killed Lauren? Or was it something else?

‘Declan,’ Jack says softly. ‘Help us out here. You say you didn’t kill Lauren, but your alibi is weak, and you were clearly angry around the time of her death. Give us something – something that points to who did.’

‘I don’t know what you want me to say. I didn’t kill her.’

‘Here’s what we think happened. Lauren was sleeping around – possibly just with the guy on the video, maybe other men too. You didn’t like it. Maybe it was you who made the recording, but either way, when she disappeared, you were angry. She then returns, maybe the weekend before this video was filmed, and she tells you she’s leaving you. You go away for work, but that week your anger grows. You’re furious and you return home. You confront her. You lash out. Maybe in anger, maybe you planned it, but either way, she’s dead, and you bury her in the garden.’ He pauses, watching as the man goes from red to bright puce. ‘Is that correct?’

‘No. No, it’s not. I didn’t—’

‘Did she want a divorce?’

‘No—’

‘Were you angry with her? For cheating on you?’

‘No. I have an alibi. I do. I was with someone. I was working during the day but someone else was with me. Stayed in my hotel room. While Lauren was off shagging that man.’

The solicitor sits up straight. ‘Mr Cox—’

Jack leans forward, eager for Declan to keep talking. ‘Who?’

Declan closes his eyes for a moment, his shoulders rise and fall as he breathes deeply. Then he opens them again and stares right at Jack.

‘Maggie Shaw.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY

‘He was sleeping with the sister?’ Amrit squeaks once they’re back in the incident room. ‘He went to work while his wife was missing and he took her sister with him?’

‘Looks that way,’ Jack says. ‘Do you still think he did it?’

While they’ve been interviewing, the day has darkened, black threatening clouds casting a shadow from ground to horizon. And now it starts to rain, large pregnant droplets hitting the windows, blurring the world outside.

Phil Lawrence is sitting with the intel analyst, Gus; they look over with interest as Amrit rants.

‘This doesn’t clear him. So he was with Maggie all week. So what? We don’t have a definitive time of death – he could have returned from Birmingham, seen the video, killed Lauren after that.’

‘But it does muddy the waters—’

‘He has motive, means and opportunity,’ Amrit continues, ignoring him. ‘She was killed in their house. He’s putting across this façade of the confused, maligned husband, but he’s had a decade to perfect it. There’s a reason we always look at the partners first.’

‘Or the family.’ Jack points to the photograph of the sister on the board, as Lucy arrives in the incident room, leaning against the wall, listening. ‘Maggie Shaw, formally Maggie Thompson. This shows she’s been lying to us. Perhaps she wanted Declan. Perhaps he wouldn’t leave Lauren and she wanted him all to herself.’

‘But why would she report her sister missing, only to kill her a week later?’

‘Why does anyone kill? Anger, jealousy, money, love? I’d say Maggie had all of those. She’s bitter over her father leaving the house to Lauren. She wants Declan. Years of resentment, they fight, she snaps? Lucy – anything interesting from Uma Norris?’

Lucy joins them, taking a seat in front of the whiteboard. Jack notes she seems energised now, has more colour in her cheeks. ‘A few things. Lauren was due to perform at a gig on the Friday night—’ Jack stabs at the timeline on the whiteboard. ‘Yes, that Friday, so that narrows time of death.’

He looks pointedly at Amrit.

‘Doesn’t mean he didn’t kill her,’ Amrit says. ‘Maggie and Declan could have done it together.’

‘True. Carry on, Lucy.’

‘And they did bugger all to investigate the case. She said they had a spate of sexual assaults and rapes around that time and that took priority.’

‘That’s where we can help,’ Phil says, looking at Gus, who straightens up to talk.

‘With Phil’s help, I’ve been running a report of all sex-related crimes in Hampshire over the last twenty years, paying particular attention to sexual assault or rape. And we’ve found something interesting. From 2012 to 2014, the rates spiked and, looking at the detail, it seems there were a high number of sexual assaults involving memory loss, alcohol and, on the few women that were tested, flunitrazepam.’

‘Rohypnol?’ Amrit says. ‘They were roofied?’

‘It seems likely. Now, I would put this down to the increase in female sex crimes that we’ve seen across the country and an increase in reporting levels because there was a campaign in the press from the police at that time. But this was a significant spike, dropping back down to “normal” levels’ – he holds his fingers up to indicate quote marks – ‘in 2015.’

‘Do we think this is related?’ Jack asks. And with that a flash bounces across the dim incident room. All faces turn to the window. Lightning, followed by a boom. The thunderstorm, at last, but Jack feels a sense of foreboding.

He clears his throat. ‘Gus?’ he prompts, trying to get the team back on track.

‘Right, yes, sorry. If it is related, it’s hard to prove,’ Gus says. ‘Among the women who could pinpoint the man they think raped them, the descriptions conflict. One says blond, another says dark. Short, tall. And a range of first names, all too common to be helpful.’

‘That’s disappointing, but good work, both of you. Even if we can’t link this to Lauren’s murder, it’s still an interesting line of enquiry to pursue. Gus, keep looking. See if this spike occurs across other areas of the country. Phil – get on to rape crisis centres, sexual health clinics, the SARCs.’

Phil looks blank. ‘Who?’

‘Sexual Assault Referral Centres.’

‘And Amberstone?’ Amrit asks.

Operation Amberstone are a specialist team of officers and staff who investigate allegations of rape and sexual abuse across Hampshire. They’re the experts – at both the investigation side and supporting the victims.

Jack nods. ‘Yes. See if there’s anyone there who noticed a similar increase. Even if they can’t name names, I want to know if they’ve seen a trend.’ There’s a knock on the door. ‘What?’

Raj pokes his head around, a laptop under his arm. ‘I’ve been working on that memory stick, trying to recover the damaged footage. And I think I’ve got some answers.’

‘Come in, come in.’

Raj does, placing his laptop down on the table. Jack notes he ignores Amrit – who flushes – and faces Jack. He finds a file and presses play; scratchy footage appears on the screen. They crowd around, trying to see.

‘At first, it’s just the same room we’ve seen before. But empty. Then Lauren comes in, fully clothed, closely followed by our mystery man. We haven’t got any sound but they clearly argue…’ On the screen Lauren waves her arms around, agitated, the man’s body language tense. ‘Then they kiss. See? And things get interesting.’

The footage cuts in and out, damaged by decades out in the elements, but Raj is right. The pair are kissing passionately, clothes being discarded, the man’s back to the camera, blocking the view. And then they get to the bit they’ve seen. Lauren being forced to the bed, his hand on her neck, then the man on top, choking her.

‘So it was consensual?’ Amrit says.

‘At least it started out that way. And then there’s this.’ Raj leans forward and scrolls the footage, stopping a few minutes on. ‘I think Lauren Shaw knew she was being filmed. Look…’ He presses play again. ‘Here, she looks right into the camera. See?’

Jack squints at the screen. It’s grainy, hard to make out for sure, but yes, Raj is right. Lauren turns her head, makes eye contact with the lens.

‘Why would she do that?’ Raj says. ‘Film herself with this bloke?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jack says slowly, although one possibility comes to mind. Blackmail?

Was this what Lauren Shaw had been doing? Sleeping with men, using the recordings to make money. But she had no shortage of cash from her father’s estate, why would she bother?

Either way, it gives them a motive. A man who didn’t want his secrets shared, a man who might have killed to hide them.

‘But we’ve no idea who he is,’ Amrit says.

‘Ah, but we do,’ Raj replies, happily. ‘Keep watching.’

They quieten as on the screen the man’s thrusting gets faster, then he tenses, shudders and collapses on Lauren. After a few moments, the man gets up, more anatomy on display than Jack wishes to see before lunch, and moves out of shot.

‘What a guy,’ Amrit hisses sarcastically. Jack ignores her, fixed on the screen, desperate to work out who this man is.

With another glance right at the camera, Lauren sits up, duvet clutched to her chest. She opens her mouth, says something and the man comes back in, boxers now on, thank goodness.

And they get a shot of his face.

Raj leans forward and quickly pauses. ‘There’s your guy.’

‘That’s Maggie’s ex-husband!’ Amrit exclaims in disbelief. ‘Brett Thompson. Lauren was sleeping with her brother-in-law.’

‘And for a good few months before, too,’ Raj says. He leans forward and selects another folder on his laptop. ‘These are the photographs from Lauren’s phone. There’s the usual stuff. Shots of Lauren at home, with her sister… but also these.’ He scrolls down and Jack sees what Raj is referring to.

At first the photographs are tame. Selfies of Lauren with Brett, dark brown hair, a chiselled jaw, perfect eyebrows. The two of them grinning together.

The photos change. An arm pulling him in closer, a kiss on a cheek, a full-on snog on the lips. And then they turn pornographic. Lauren, naked, eyes locked on the camera. Smiling, pouting. A toned buttock, a perfect breast.

‘When were these taken?’ Jack asks.

‘February 2014. Three months before she died.’

‘Do you think Maggie knew?’ Amrit asks Jack.

‘They got divorced in December 2014,’ Jack replies. ‘Would seem to indicate she did.’

‘That’s one hell of a motive for murder,’ Amrit admits.

‘But it’s not just her, is it?’ Jack says. ‘Brett Thompson is an ambitious solicitor in a law firm, angling for partner. Randall Bailey pride themselves on respectability, on family values. Get caught shagging your sister-in-law and your career prospects go up in smoke.’

‘But murder is better?’ Amrit retorts.

‘It is if you don’t get caught.’

‘So what are we saying? Brett Thompson murdered Lauren Shaw because she was threatening to tell all? I still like Declan for it – he probably knew she was sleeping with Brett. Maggie would have told him, surely?’

‘Assuming Maggie knew? Or maybe Lauren ended it between her and Brett? Powerful men don’t like being dumped. Either way, the case isn’t as simple as we thought. We now have three suspects.’ Jack stands and grabs a pen, writing names in neat block capitals on the board. ‘The husband, Declan Cox, a history of violence, angry because his wife is sleeping around. Maggie Shaw – the sister – nursing a decades-old grudge because Daddy had a favourite, and now her sister is sleeping with her husband. And finally, Brett Thompson, caught on film with his pants down. Plus, we have an epidemic of sexual assaults around the city, at times and places that mean they couldn’t possibly have been committed by one man.’

He lowers the pen, turning to face the team. Behind him, lightning flashes, thunder booms again. Closer, louder this time. A sign from the gods – that their murder is more complicated than they first believed.

Jack pushes on. ‘I know you don’t like it, Amrit, but I don’t think we can charge Declan Cox with her murder. We have more to consider – much more. Someone killed Lauren. And our best bet is concentrating on these three.

‘Now we just need concrete evidence to work out which one.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Something’s not right. It’s been a couple of days now, and Zoe hasn’t been able to get the feeling out of her head. Something went wrong on Tuesday night. Something she can’t remember.

Snippets from that night flicker in and out. Being with her friends, laughing, dancing. Drinking. They started with a bottle of prosecco but that hadn’t lasted long, moving on to cocktails, gin and tonics, the alcohol a generous pour. She was drunk, yes, but this doesn’t feel like a hangover. The way the memories fracture, leaving nothing but a black hole, dark and deep.

She stays in bed, long after her housemates have left for lectures. Yesterday, she interrogated them about what happened. They went home together, left her at the club. She was having too good a time, they said. And besides, she knew people there. They would have put her in a taxi.

A taxi. Yes.

And a man, smelling of aftershave and whisky. Older, maybe.

She reaches up, touches her face. Her chin, still red raw. ‘Stubble rash.’ Her housemates laughed. ‘Who did you snog?’

Who indeed. But it’s not just that. She’s sore. Her breasts, and… and down there. As if this man had been rough, squeezing, kneading, pounding. Did she… Did she have sex? Surely not. She would have remembered.

She gets out of bed, wincing at the pain in her inner thighs. Legs forced apart, a man, heavy on top of her. Hazily, she remembers approaching a man at the bar. Was it him? But his face. She can’t remember his face.

Then, after. A double bed, a hotel room. A taxi home. Alone.

There’s something else too. She first noticed it yesterday – her nail varnish. Her fingers painted red, ready for their night out. But now, the varnish on the ring finger of her left hand has been removed. The others are chipped at the edges, not so perfect, but this one – it’s all gone, leaving nothing but a light pink stain. Did she do it while she was drunk? Or had he?

She stands in front of her mirror and takes off her T-shirt, now in just her knickers. What was sore yesterday now has physical marks. Small round bruises on her breasts, her legs. Fingertips. Grabbing.

What did she do? What did he do?

Zoe collapses back on her bed, stunned, grasping her phone. Through blurry eyes, she types rape into Google. Because that’s what’s happened, isn’t it? But she can’t remember, has no memory of his face, of who he was.

She stops, her blood freezing in her veins. Did he…? He might not have used a condom. She could be pregnant. Or worse. God, no.

She scrolls her phone. News articles first: a woman drugged in France; a rape in Tower Hamlets in London; accusations thrown at a powerful man. And then – a rape crisis centre. One nearby. Confidential. They won’t judge. They’ll believe her.

Zoe’s finger selects the number. She waits. And when the woman on the other end of the phone answers, the dam breaks. Zoe starts to cry.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Once the team have been galvanised into action, Lucy senses her job is done, and waves goodbye to Jack. Having something to do has meant she hasn’t thought about her mother, but now that she’s in the silence of the car park, she can’t ignore it any longer. The notes sit in the file Jack’s given her, left on the passenger seat, and Lucy picks them up. In the silence, she reads.

It’s not much. The printouts are sparse, but those dates and incomprehensible medical terms tell a story. Of a woman in the grips of alcoholism and illness, in and out of hospital, admitted and discharged from medical institutions and rehab. Prescriptions written in another language, one only doctors can understand.

And then, after the stillness, Lucy is gripped by a sudden energy. She’s lived with this void all of her life, but the slow drip of information has opened the floodgates. She needs to know more, and she starts the engine, making a call. To Fran. Her translator.



Luckily, Fran is on a late lunch break, and she agrees to meet Lucy in the coffee shop at the hospital. Lucy insists on buying the drinks and carries the two large mugs across to where Fran is waiting in a corner seat, flicking through the notes.

‘How did Jack get hold of these?’ Fran says, taking the coffee gratefully, a half-eaten sandwich in her other hand. ‘You don’t get this from a freedom of information request. He must have pulled in a few favours.’

‘Can you make sense of them?’ Lucy replies, aware of how many favours she now owes Jack.

‘Of course. But are you sure you want to know?’

‘It’s been long enough. It’s time.’

Fran gives her a searching look, then drops her gaze to the papers. ‘First of all, this is only your mother’s medical history – and not much of it at that. It doesn’t tell us anything about the sort of person she was, or why she behaved as she did.’

‘I know, Fran. But it’s all I have right now.’

‘Okay, so a lot of this I’m sure you worked out for yourself. Your mum was an alcoholic. With a serious addiction, by the looks of things. See this drug, here – chlordiazepoxide – you’re prescribed this if you’re at risk of developing withdrawal symptoms when you detox. Alcohol abuse isn’t something you can stop, cold turkey. A severe dependency would result in anxiety, shaking hands, nausea, vomiting and even hallucinations or seizures. Nasty stuff.’ She looks up. ‘With me so far?’

‘My mum was a severe alcoholic, got it. Great.’

‘But the dates are significant here. She checked into The Haven, a rehab facility up north, in December 1983. When’s your birthday?’

‘Twenty-fourth of November 1984,’ Lucy says quietly.

‘Getting sober in advance of getting pregnant. So she could have you. She knew the risks. She didn’t want to take them.’

‘And yet, she went back into hospital in February 1985. When I was three months old.’

Fran nods. ‘Admitted into A&E with acute alcohol poisoning.’

‘She went on a bender, in other words. What were these drugs for?’ Lucy points at the page. ‘Diazepam, zopiclone?’

‘The benzo would have been for depression and anxiety, and zopiclone is a sleeping pill.’

‘Lovely. Is there any mention of another baby in there? This elusive sister?’

‘Not as far as I can see.’ Fran pauses, her hand flat on the page. ‘You know I’m not the best person to talk about this. Someone else was there. They lived it.’

Lucy looks up, meeting her gaze. ‘I know, I know.’

‘So why don’t you go and see your dad? How long has it been?’

‘Years. But I can’t bugger off to Newcastle. I’ve got dogs to look after, a job to do.’

‘Pete will look after the dogs. And you’re owed holiday.’

‘How do you know that?’

Fran smiles, indulgently. ‘You’re always owed holiday. So go.’ She looks at her watch. ‘Shit, I’ve got a body coming in. RTA, going to be a messy one. Go and see your father.’ She reaches out and grips Lucy’s hand tightly. ‘Please.’

Lucy watches Fran go. She’s right, but Lucy’s put off this conversation with her dad for one good reason: he doesn’t like to talk about it. And to push, after all this time, risks the delicate relationship she has with her father. The only family she has left.

She picks up the phone and calls Pete.

‘How did it go?’ he says immediately. It takes her a moment to realise he’s referring to her conversation with Jack. It feels like days ago now.

‘Good,’ she replies.

‘You’ve made up?’

‘I guess so. But Pete – he gave me some info about my mum. I need to go and see my dad.’

‘You should. Shall I come with you?’

It’s sweet of him, and she smiles, never having had a boyfriend willing to go out of his way for her before.

‘No, it’s fine. The skipper would go nuts if he lost his two best dog handlers at such short notice.’

Pete snorts a laugh. ‘What car are you taking?’

‘My personal vehicle – the VW. Oh my God, you want to put that system in my work car.’ She sighs. ‘Go on, then, but if it malfunctions and I get a German shepherd in my lap when I’m driving, I’ll blame you.’

‘It’ll be installed by the time you get back. I owe you one.’

‘In that case, could you look after Iggy?’

‘Of course. Not Moss?’

‘I’ll take that reprobate with me.’

‘That’s your funeral,’ Pete says, knowing how much of a pain a high-energy spaniel can be. ‘And it’s a long way to drive by yourself.’

He’s right. It would be much easier to fly. But Lucy likes the idea of having Moss with her. A small black fluffy comfort blanket, ready to sit on her lap and offer reassurance. When there’s so much she doesn’t know about what happened back then.

Pete notices her pause. ‘Are you okay?’

‘What if I don’t like what I find out? What if…’

She doesn’t want to say it. What if it was my fault my mum left? What if Dad blames me?

‘Then I’ll be here. And Iggy will be here.’

His kindness makes her nose sting with unwelcome tears.

‘Okay,’ she manages to choke out. ‘I’ll go tomorrow. See you later?’

‘I’m on a late turn.’

‘Come over after.’

‘Okay. I love you.’

He says it so casually, she almost doesn’t notice. ‘I-I…’ she stutters. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she says, and hangs up.

She places the phone on the table and screws her face up. Shit. That wasn’t how that was supposed to go. He’s lovely and supportive and lays his feelings out on the line, and all she can say is, I’ll see you later? Her insides shrivel with shame. It’s not that she doesn’t feel that way. But to actually say the words? She just can’t.

She gets up, forcing her stunted emotional state out of her head, like she always does. There’s a lot to do if she’s going to drive to Newcastle. Call her dad, get packed, buy snacks for the journey. And Pete’s other words come into her head. It’s a long way to drive by yourself.

She thinks of Jack, of their tentative conversation earlier. And what could be better for their friendship than six hours and three hundred miles in a small metal box with wheels?

She picks up the phone again.

‘Jack,’ she says, when he answers. ‘I don’t suppose, in that big murder investigation you’re running, there’s a plan to go up north? I’m going to drive to Newcastle tomorrow, and I wondered… do you want to come with me? Interview the brother-in-law? And we could stop in Birmingham on the way. Track down any witnesses.’

There’s a long pause at the other end of the line. ‘Do you know what?’ Jack says, slowly. ‘That could work.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The team make no further progress on the case that day, except to confirm that interviewing Brett Thompson is more important than they first thought. Jack briefs Amrit on the enquiries for the next few days.

‘How long are you going for?’ she asks, rightly nervous that the SIO of their major, high-profile investigation is about to bugger off and leave her in charge. ‘Why don’t I interview Brett?’

‘You wanted more responsibility? Here’s your chance. It’ll be one night. Two at most. And I can always fly back if Lucy stays longer.’

Amrit perks up at that point, now relishing the thought of being point guard on a murder. And, safe in the knowledge that he’s leaving the investigation in capable hands, he heads home. For some quiet reflection on the case, and to throw a few shirts into a bag.

Jack’s doing just that in the bedroom, when he hears a key in the door and soft footsteps on the stairs.

A voice calls out, ‘Jack?’ and he sighs quietly, then shouts back, ‘In here.’

Sophie pushes the door open and comes into the room. She notes the suitcase on the bed.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To Newcastle. I need to interview a suspect up there.’

‘And you couldn’t send Amrit? Or Phil, even. Why does it need a DCI?’

‘It doesn’t. I want to go.’ He smiles, trying to force lightness into his voice. ‘You know me – never like being stuck behind a desk.’

He leans over, giving her a quick kiss, and she settles on the edge of the bed, fiddling with the few pairs of socks he’s thrown there.

‘Were you going to tell me that you were leaving?’ she says quietly.

‘Of course I was. Everything’s been a massive rush today, Soph. And I knew you’d have your phone off at school.’

‘School was out hours ago. What’s going on, Jack? It feels like you’re trying to avoid me.’

He pauses from his packing, meeting his girlfriend’s gaze properly for the first time. She’s uncertain, unfolding the socks, then balling them up again. And she’s right to be suspicious. Jack has to admit that the thought of being away from Sophie – and all the awkward conversations she entails – is more than a little bit tempting.

‘I said I needed to talk to you days ago,’ she continues. ‘And you’ve been silent ever since.’

‘I’ve just been busy, I’m sorry. We dug a woman up from her own garden, it took over.’

‘I know,’ she says, staring at the socks. ‘It’s awful. That poor woman.’

Sophie’s lack of anger makes Jack feel worse. She’s not looking for a fight. He’s upset her, yet again, and it’s 100 per cent his fault. Yes, a woman was murdered, but he’s been using it as an excuse. The truth is he probably would have left for Newcastle without calling her. He needs to be honest.

Gently, he takes the ball of socks from her and lobs it into his case, then holds her hand. Even when she’s sad, she’s beautiful – her big brown eyes doleful, her graceful fingers intertwined with his.

‘Tell me now,’ he says. ‘What do you want to talk about?’

She shakes her head, then frowns, a wrinkle forming between her eyes. ‘I’m forty-three, Jack,’ she says.

He’s confused. ‘I know?’

‘And forty-three is considered old, if not impossible, for a woman to have a baby.’

And, oh shit. There it is. He hasn’t been avoiding the subject as much as studiously ignoring it. The discussions over contraception, the look she gives him when they’re in bed and he reaches for a condom. The yearning in her eyes when they’re in Waitrose and she sees a baby, heading over to every mother to peer inside the pram.

They’ve been a couple for six months this time. They were first together for five years, when Jack was twenty-five. A relationship that ended because of the ghost hanging over them both: at the age of eleven, Theo – Jack’s best friend and Sophie’s younger brother – went missing. Their shared grief united them as adults, but the guilt that Jack was still here while Theo was lost tore them apart. Then this February, Theo’s body – and his killer – was finally found, his final hours no longer a mystery. Jack and Sophie thought this could be a fresh start. A healing, closure, and a new era of their relationship.

But the more time they spend together, the more Jack feels the distance. They’re on parallel trajectories – Sophie, longing for an engagement ring and a child. And Jack?

Sophie articulates the question. ‘What do you want? Do you want a family?’

Jack looks down, their fingers entwined.

‘I love you, Sophie.’

‘That’s not what I asked.’

‘And I don’t know. I see other people with children and they look so comfortable with their kids. I’ve never been like that.’

‘But these would be your children. You’d know what to do.’

‘I never imagined myself that way.’

‘Right.’ Her voice is soft. ‘How did you imagine yourself?’

‘Doing this job. Having a career with the police.’

‘And outside of work?’

‘I don’t know. I never got that far.’

‘Right,’ she says again. She pulls her hand away from his and gets to her feet. Jack senses the conversation is over, that he’s failed – again – in some way. ‘How long are you away for?’ she asks, without looking at him.

‘I don’t know yet. No more than a few days.’

‘Then I suggest you take the time alone to decide what you do want. Just let me know when you get back.’

And with that, she walks out of the room. He hears a sniff as she walks down the stairs, the slam of his front door and the growl of her car as she drives away. He sits on the bed a moment longer.

A few days away – Sophie’s right, it will do him good. Some thinking time, get his head in order. Even though she was wrong on one thing: he won’t be alone. Nothing’s ever happened between them, but Sophie’s always been suspicious of Lucy. Maybe even jealous, and he didn’t want to make things worse.

No, thinks Jack, folding a shirt into a precise square. No, that wouldn’t have helped at all.
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DAY FOUR – FRIDAY
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Lucy is late, as usual. She sees the eye roll from Jack as she turns up at twenty past nine, dog crate rattling in the back.

‘We’re taking Moss?’ he shouts from the boot as he loads his case in next to her holdall.

Lucy looks in the rear-view mirror and smiles at her dog, now sat up in his crate, tongue lolling. ‘Where else is he going to go?’

‘I guess I should be thankful you haven’t brought Iggy.’

Jack stops just short of sitting on the slice of peanut butter and toast left on the passenger seat. She rests it in her mouth as she sweeps away the crumbs. He sits down with a scowl.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbles, taking a bite and holding it in her right hand as she steers away from Jack’s house. ‘We were rushed this morning.’

Rushed. It had certainly been that. Lucy allows herself a small smile as she remembers the morning with Pete. The alarm going off. The dogs barking. His rough, calloused hands on her soft skin in the shower, his stubble against her neck as hot water beat down on their backs. Her way of an apology for leaving him, for still being unable to say the words that now hang, like a spectre, over their relationship. She’s thought it a million times but the words stick like a bone in the back of her throat.

The last man she loved, Nico, betrayed her in the worst possible way. He was violent, and yet she stuck by him, against her better judgement. It’s no surprise she’s wary in matters of the heart.

But, she tells herself over and over, Pete’s not Nico. And, as if proving that point, Pete hasn’t pushed, or even mentioned it, and for that, she’s thankful.

He had something to say about the trip, though.

‘You’re going with Jack?’

‘It makes sense,’ she’d replied, as innocently as she could. ‘He needs to interview a suspect in Newcastle. There’s no point going up separately.’

‘Since when does a DCI interview suspects?’ Pete had muttered, but Lucy assumed it rhetorical and didn’t answer, leaving him with a lingering kiss as she said goodbye.

She looks over at Jack now. He’s dressed in his standard dark suit, crisply ironed shirt, tie. He’s found the plastic carrier bag in the footwell and is looking disdainfully at the contents.

‘Coke. Dairy Milk. Pickled onion Monster Munch?’ he says.

‘Car snacks,’ she replies. ‘Can’t have a road trip without car snacks.’

‘Jesus Christ. Your awful diet.’

‘You realise we have at least six hours in the car today? Didn’t you want to wear something more comfortable?’

He glances at her sweatshirt and jeans. ‘I am comfortable. Besides, we’re interviewing a witness in Birmingham. We’re working.’

‘You’re working,’ Lucy grumbles. But sensing the mood turning before they’ve even left Hampshire, Lucy points to her phone. ‘I did some digging last night. Press play on that.’

Jack looks quizzical but does as he’s told. A crackle fills the speakers, then the car fills with the rhythmical strumming of an acoustic guitar and a woman’s voice. Soft, with the slightest husky edge. Soulful and striking.

‘Who’s this?’ Jack says, after a moment.

‘Lauren Shaw. I looked her up on Spotify last night. There’s loads of her music on there. We listened to it all evening.’

She sings about lost love. About a heart broken, trampled and repaired by one true kiss. You want me, you save me, you love me. Then her songs turn darker. Lucy can hear the pain in her voice, the harsh timbre, the minor chords of despair and hatred. He cut me down, he burned me up. They listen, spellbound, until Lucy realises they’re halfway up the A34 and they haven’t spoken for half an hour.

Jack clears his throat. ‘She’s good. Despite what her sister made out.’

‘She was,’ Lucy replies. ‘Nothing like her father’s music. I wonder what happened.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘That change. One minute she’s singing about happiness and rainbows, and the next she’s gone all Alanis Morrissette. Some sort of toxic relationship?’

‘Brett Thompson?’ Jack says.

‘Could be.’ There’s a pause. ‘Go on, then. Tell me more about the case. You know you want to.’

For the next hour, they switch the music to something lighter and Jack goes over what they’ve learned so far and everything she missed yesterday afternoon. They’ve managed to track down a witness who worked at the Birmingham hotel when Declan and Maggie stayed, plus Phil found more from the old case files, buried in storage.

‘It’s true they spoke to the owner of the B&B in Bognor she stayed in,’ Jack says. ‘Lauren Shaw was there for a week, from Tuesday the sixth of May, to Tuesday the thirteenth—’

‘The day the video was filmed?’

‘Yes, but the owner says Lauren was the only one there. No other man. Not that she saw, anyway. And after that the investigation concluded that Lauren was alive and well.’

‘They were right, at that point,’ Lucy says, indicating at the last minute for the turn-off to the M40, and making Jack flinch as she narrowly misses a BMW on her inside.

There’s a long pause while Jack recovers from the blaring horns. ‘Could you—’

‘Sorry. I’ll check my mirrors next time.’

‘Every time.’

Lucy drives in silence for a moment, and once she’s sure they’re heading the right way, her thoughts turn back to the case.

‘Is there anyone who doesn’t have a motive for killing Lauren Shaw? Declan, the husband, has a violent temper and is pissed off she’s sleeping with other men. Did he know it was Brett?’

‘He says not, but I’m not sure I believe him.’

‘So, another one who’s lying. Maggie Shaw is shagging Declan. And there’s video evidence Brett Thompson was cheating on his wife. I’m not sure which of them is the most abhorrent.’ Jack shrugs. ‘What I don’t understand is why did Maggie Shaw report her sister missing? She clearly wasn’t bothered, otherwise why would she go to Birmingham with Declan the week after?’

‘Maybe she was initially worried, but Declan convinced her that Lauren was just off with some man.’

‘And did that affair start there, or had Maggie previously been with Declan? And what were Brett and Declan arguing about in the bar when Declan got arrested?’

‘I assumed they were arguing with someone else, but you’re right. The quarrel could have been with each other.’

‘Especially if one or both of them knew about the wife swap.’

Jack wipes his hands down his face. ‘Let’s hope this trip clears some of this up for us.’ Then he glances across to her. ‘I’m so sorry. We’ve spent all this time talking about me. How are you feeling? About your… stuff?’

Lucy laughs. ‘It’s nice to be distracted. And “stuff” is a good way of putting it. I’m about to speak to my dad for the first time in who knows how long about my alcoholic, possibly mentally ill mother who we haven’t discussed in nearly forty years. Oh, and I might have a sister he has no idea about. Yeah, it should be fine,’ she adds sarcastically. ‘I’m happy to ignore it as long as I can, thank you very much.’

Another long pause, while Billie sings about a bad guy through the speakers. ‘My parents live up north,’ Jack says. ‘Berwick. Not so far.’

‘Are you going to see them?’

‘Not if I can help it.’

Lucy’s aware of the distance between Jack and his parents. A fracture that began when Jack was eleven and Theo went missing, one that’s only widened over time.

‘How long since you’ve seen them?’ Lucy asks.

‘Years. Maybe… I don’t know. Ten or more. It’s not that bad,’ he adds when he catches Lucy’s look. ‘We speak on the phone.’

‘Often?’

‘Christmas and birthdays.’

Lucy laughs. ‘That’s fine, then. Perfectly healthy. Your teenaged years must have been fun?’

‘I was barely home. If I wasn’t at school or sixth form, I was out drinking until all hours.’

Lucy’s surprised. ‘You?’

‘Me.’ Jack laughs. ‘Went off the rails after Theo went missing. Fell in with a bad crowd. But I liked them, they didn’t ask questions. We went drinking most nights. Smoking pot in the parks. Miracle I got the grades I did, to be honest.’

‘You went to university?’

‘I did. In Brighton. The furthest I could get from my parents. Studied law with criminology and scraped a 2.1. Joined the police force straight out of uni. Never looked back.’

It’s the most Jack’s shared about his past for a while, and Lucy stays quiet, hoping he’ll continue.

‘I straightened myself out after that. Found what I loved. Gave up drinking. Gave up most things, to be honest.’ His voice turns wistful. ‘Even Sophie.’

‘But that’s okay now?’

He makes a noise, halfway between a grunt and a sigh. Then he picks up Lucy’s phone. ‘What is this music, anyway? It sounds like someone’s heavy breathing?’

‘Billie Eilish! She’s great.’

‘How old do you think you are? It’s shite. Next you’ll be playing Sabrina Carpenter and Dua Lipa and putting dances on TikTok.’

‘How do you even know about Dua Lipa?’

‘I watch TV. I listen to the radio.’

‘Radio 4 while you’re watching the birds out of your kitchen window doesn’t count, Jack.’

‘You think you know me. I’m a veritable Pandora’s box of complexity, Halliday. You’ll see. You might be in for a surprise on this trip.’

Lucy laughs. ‘I very much doubt that.’

And then Jack puts the Rolling Stones on, and Lucy haphazardly negotiates the roundabout of junction 5 of the M42, happy their friendship has been restored.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

To Jack’s relief, the Horizon Hotel is situated on the edge of Birmingham, thus negating the need for Lucy to drive in busy city-centre traffic. He directs her onto the A41 and into Solihull, pulling off after a few miles into a car park lined with tall oaks, a large brick building beyond.

They climb out, and Lucy opens the boot, slipping Moss into his harness and letting him stretch his legs. The dog sniffs and wees on the verge, before looking up at them both with dark brown eyes.

Lucy bends down and gives him a scratch behind the ears. ‘How do you want to play this?’ she asks Jack.

‘I shouldn’t need more than a quarter of an hour, then we can get back on the road.’

‘Oh, hell no,’ Lucy replies. ‘I’m coming too.’ She straightens up, encouraging Moss back into his crate. ‘I’m here. You might as well use me,’ she adds. ‘Another set of eyes?’

Jack’s hesitant. It’s not just her scruffy appearance, although that doesn’t help. It’s more that he’s not sure what he’s going to find, and he likes to change and adapt, depending on what he’s faced with. He doesn’t want Lucy getting in the way of that.

‘I’ll be silent, I promise,’ Lucy says, as if reading his mind. ‘This is your show. I’m just along for the ride.’

‘Okay. But at least try to wipe the mud off your jeans first.’

‘I’m not sure it is mud.’ Lucy licks a finger and scratches at the brown stain as Jack grimaces. ‘I think it’s chocolate.’

‘Let’s not test that, eh?’ Jack says and Lucy stops, her finger halfway to her mouth. He sighs. ‘Come on, then.’

Lucy locks up the car and they walk across to the main entrance. Red brick, blue double doors – the Horizon Hotel has the same feel as an Eighties public swimming pool, even down to a pervading smell of chlorine. Inside, the carpet is burgundy with small black diamonds, the walls a tired shade of magnolia. A lively sign declares Welcome to the Horizon Hotel! while the receptionist’s face says anything but.

Jack takes the lead, going in hard with the police credentials. ‘DCI Jack Ellis. This is my colleague PC Lucy Halliday. We’re here to see Patricia Taylor. She’s expecting us.’

The receptionist’s eyebrows rise. ‘I’ll phone down. She might be helping with the over-60s yoga. We’re a bit short-staffed today.’

‘We’ll wait.’

Jack takes a step back from the desk. She watches him for a second, then picks up the phone. ‘Pat? Yeah. There’s some coppers here to see you?’ As she listens, she picks a glob of mascara off her eyelash. ‘No probs, Pat. Will do.’ She puts the phone down. ‘She says she’ll meet you in the boardroom.’

When the receptionist makes no effort to move, Jack asks, ‘And that is where?’

‘Down the corridor, second on your right, bab.’ Then a thought occurs to her, as obvious as if a lightbulb pinged above her head. ‘You’re here about that girl, aren’t you? The cold case.’

‘Yes.’

‘Will you be a guest on my podcast?’

‘Sorry?’

‘I do a true crime podcast – this dead girl would be a good one. Would you come on?’

‘No, I don’t think—’

‘Ruby, thank you for your help.’ A brisk Brummie accent sounds from down the corridor. A woman appears in a bright pink suit, white vest underneath. A strange peacock in such dull surroundings. ‘I’m Patricia. Patricia Taylor.’ She holds out an immaculately manicured hand, nails matching her suit. Jack shakes it, followed by Lucy. ‘If you’d like to come with me?’

Jack follows Patricia down a long corridor, to the red door at the end, Boardroom written in large white letters. She pushes it open, gestures for them to have a seat.

‘I would offer you tea or coffee, but I suspect by the time Ruby has got off her arse and made it, you’ll be ready to go. I’m sorry to drag you all this way, I feel like we could have covered this on the phone.’

‘We’re fine for drinks,’ Jack says, although he could absolutely murder a cuppa. ‘And we were passing through. It’s no trouble.’

Jack sits down, Lucy doing the same on his left. Patricia sits opposite them, calm, focused. A nice change to have a witness unflustered in the face of police.

‘How long have you worked here?’ Jack begins. Next to him, Lucy takes a notebook out of her pocket and clicks a pen three times, ready. She smooths out the next sheet of paper and he gives her a look. What? she mouths back, eyebrows raised, innocently.

‘Six months so far, this time,’ Patricia says. She glances back at the closed door. ‘You’ve seen this place. Needs a complete overhaul. That’s my job.’

‘Sorry, I was told you were here in May 2014?’

‘Yes, I was. That was my first stint, ten years ago.’ She clocks Jack’s surprise. ‘Didn’t your colleague say?’ She looks accusingly at Lucy, clearly assuming her to be Amrit; Lucy stares back, guileless. ‘I left in December 2015, got a promotion elsewhere, but I was here when that woman disappeared. I remember the calls at the time, checking that guy’s alibi. The husband. David?’

‘Declan.’

‘That’s the one. Course, I was a housekeeper then, but I worked my way up through the business. Manager now.’

‘Congratulations,’ Lucy says. Patricia gives her a suspicious stare.

‘Did you see Declan Cox at that time?’

‘Yes, and that’s what I told them. Quiet guy. Mostly.’

‘How did he seem?’

‘Fine, which was strange when we thought about it after. What man goes on a business trip when his wife is dead?’

‘He didn’t know that then,’ Jack says. ‘Nobody did.’

‘Well, they know now, don’t they?’ She folds her arms over her chest and gives him a judgemental look. ‘Course, I told the coppers at the time about the other woman.’

‘Other woman?’ Jack says, playing ignorant.

‘Yeah. Blonde. Long curly hair. Skinny. We heard them arguing in the bar one night. And before you ask, I don’t know what about. As soon as anyone came near, they shut right up. But they were angry with each other. And she was married, too. Massive old diamond on her finger. We assumed they were married to each other at first, but they had different names, different addresses.’

‘Do you know if she stayed at the hotel?’

‘Oh, she stayed all right. In his room – you should have seen the mess. Quite the party they had. Some of the guests even complained – about the noise.’ She raises an eyebrow. ‘That sort of noise, if you know what I mean.’

Jack tries to stay professional. He takes a photo out of his pocket. ‘Was this the woman?’

‘That’s the one. She was younger then, but yeah. Who is she?’

‘And Mr Cox was here all week?’ Jack asks, avoiding the question.

‘Absolutely.’ Patricia takes a few sheets of paper out of her inside pocket, smoothing them on the table. ‘The key card system is one of the things that needs updating, but lucky for you, it’s way down the list. This here is the record of when his key card was used, when Mr Cox came and went. So to speak,’ she says with a smirk. ‘Room 303. Third floor. That was his. Monday the twelfth of May until Friday the sixteenth, 2014.’

She passes the piece of paper to Jack, and he scans the dates and times. He can feel Patricia’s eyes on him. ‘I would like that cup of tea, after all, Mrs Taylor?’ he says. ‘If that’s not too much trouble?’

‘Course. You?’

‘I’m fine. Thank you,’ Lucy adds, scooting her chair next to Jack’s.

He waits until Patricia is out of the room, then turns to Lucy. ‘So Declan Cox was having loud extramarital sex with Maggie in Birmingham all week. Look at these dates and times. In and out of his room as you’d expect. There’s no way he drove back to Southampton, killed Lauren, then drove to Birmingham again. The key card would have recorded it.’

‘Unless he went out via the window?’

‘On the third floor?’

‘Good point. So Declan Cox’s not your man, after all? Better let him go.’

Patricia Taylor comes back in with the tea and places it proudly in front of Jack. It’s off-white; Jack doubts the teabag has touched it. He taps the report with a finger.

‘Thank you,’ he says, pushing down his annoyance that their prime suspect has a solid alibi. ‘You’ve been incredibly helpful.’ He takes a gulp of the scalding hot tea, desperate to get out of there and on the road, and while he chokes down a mouthful, Lucy pulls the report closer and runs her finger down the times and dates.

‘Mrs Taylor,’ Lucy says. ‘It says here the room had two key cards issued?’

‘That’s correct. One for him, and one for his lady friend.’

‘But after the Wednesday that week, only one is used.’

Jack looks up from his tea.

‘That’s right.’ Patricia sits down again and points to a line on the report. ‘You can see how the second card is used throughout the day. In, out, in, out.’

‘While Declan was working?’ Jack says.

‘The lady making use of the facilities, I assume,’ Patricia says. ‘Even back then we had a big pool and sauna. Nice restaurant. But she left on Wednesday. Here, see?’ She looks up. ‘The key card was handed in.’

Patricia looks between the two police officers, confused as to why her revelation has them stunned. But Jack’s keen to get on and says a big thank you, hurrying out of the hotel.

He waits until they’re safely in the car before turning to Lucy.

‘Declan may have had an alibi,’ he says, as Lucy grins. ‘But Maggie Shaw didn’t.’

‘She could have been back in Southampton by dinner time on Wednesday,’ Lucy adds. ‘With plenty of time to kill her sister.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Jack insists on driving the next half of the journey, thankful that Lucy has added him on to her insurance. Lucy is also more than happy with this, digging into her car snacks and opening a bag of particularly pungent pickled onion Monster Munch.

‘Do you think Maggie did it?’ she asks between loud crunching. ‘How evil would you have to be to murder your own sister?’

‘Depends how pissed off you were about your sister shagging your husband.’

‘But she was with Declan.’

‘Some sort of warped revenge? You shag mine, I’ll shag yours? Can you call Amrit, put her on speaker? No, not—’ But before Jack can stop her, Lucy’s picked up his phone with her greasy fingers. He can see the crumbs on the screen as she dials.

‘How’s it going, boss?’ Amrit’s voice is clear as Lucy holds the phone close to Jack.

‘It’s bad news, I’m afraid, Amrit. Declan Cox has an alibi for that whole week. There’s no way he killed Lauren.’

‘Shit,’ she says. ‘Do you want me to release him under investigation?’

‘Yes, please. As soon as you can. And I need you and Phil to start looking into Maggie Shaw.’

‘She was shagging Declan at the hotel,’ Lucy chips in, unable to keep her enthusiasm at bay.

‘No!’ Amrit replies. ‘That’s cold. Reporting your sister missing and then going on a mini break with her husband.’

‘Isn’t it!’ Lucy says with a grin. ‘But she left on the Wednesday, so she’s in the running.’

‘We need to take a closer look,’ Jack intervenes, trying to keep the conversation professional. ‘Get Gus to help. What was Maggie Shaw doing at the time Lauren went missing and what’s she been doing since? Thanks, Amrit.’

Amrit says goodbye and Lucy hangs up, leaving another greasy smudge on the screen. She catches Jack’s scowl.

‘Want one?’ she says, holding the bag out to Jack.

‘No. And hurry up and eat them, you’re stinking out the car.’



The next few hundred miles pass without a hitch. They stop for lunch somewhere on the A1(M), Moss having a much-needed comfort break and then inhaling the crusts from Lucy’s sandwich. Back on the road, Lucy tucks into a bar of Dairy Milk (‘How do you stay so slim?’ Jack asks. ‘Nervous energy,’ Lucy replies.) and complains about his driving (‘You’re going seventy, we’ll never make it at this rate.’). Jack points out they’re serving police officers and should avoid breaking the law wherever possible; Lucy mutters something about ‘my car, my rules’, although acquiesces that maybe UK law supersedes that policy.

But otherwise, the conversation is easy. They listen to music (mostly pre-2010, to Jack’s joy), talk about the news, the dogs, the job. Lucy doesn’t mention Pete, and Jack doesn’t want to ask in case she brings up Sophie. He still hasn’t made any decisions and pushes it to the back of his mind.

Lucy demolishes a bag of Revels and opens a family-sized pack of Fruit Pastilles. They share them amicably, Jack preferring yellow and green and orange, while Lucy sticks to black and red.

And soon, they arrive in Newcastle.

Lucy’s dad lives in one of the outer suburbs – Jesmond, a busy small town with a bustling high street, roads lined with hedges and tall oaks, concealing pretty terraced townhouses behind. Lucy’s gone quiet, staring out the window, her fingers resting lightly on her lips.

‘When were you last here?’ Jack asks.

‘Oh, a long time ago,’ Lucy replies. ‘I think I came up for Tim’s christening. Or was it Dominic’s? I forget. Making an effort at that time.’

‘Why did you stop?’

Lucy shrugs. ‘Dad seemed so happy. New wife, new kids. New life. I felt like I was superfluous to this happy family. That me being around just reminded Dad of everything that had gone wrong. He sends me birthday cards, Christmas presents. You know, all the basic stuff. He never comes down, either,’ she adds, catching Jack’s eye. ‘It’s not like he’s desperate to see me.’

‘But he’s expecting you? You called and told him you were coming?’

‘Of course! I’m not a complete animal. Here. Turn right, it’s the last house on the left.’

They’ve arrived in a picturesque street. Mowed front gardens, painted fences. The house is detached, with a black tarmacked drive and a glossy blue front door. There are two cars on the drive – a Mazda MX5 and a more practical Volvo. Jack pulls up, cutting the engine, but before Lucy can get out, the front door opens and two kids come barrelling towards them, along with an overweight yellow Labrador. A man follows, in a diamond-patterned jumper, navy chinos and tartan slippers. He’s more reserved; his arms are folded across his chest, but his smile is warm.

‘Here we go, then,’ Lucy says. ‘And you’re staying for dinner?’

‘As long as it’s okay—’

‘I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

They both get out of the car, and Jack is quickly introduced to Tim and Dominic – forgetting which boy is which almost instantly – plus Fudge the Labrador. Lucy takes her holdall out of the boot, and clips Moss into his harness. At first, her dad is hesitant, but he takes a step forward and grabs Lucy in a tight embrace.

‘You must be Jack. I’m Graham,’ he says, once he’s finished his hug with Lucy. He grips Jack in a firm handshake. ‘Thank you for ensuring Lucy made it here in one piece. When she said she was driving, I feared a pile-up on the M1.’

‘Dad! My driving’s much better nowadays.’

‘Is it, though?’ Jack says, with a grimace, and Graham laughs warmly.

‘Come through, lad,’ he says. ‘You and I are going to get on, I can tell.’

They all walk towards the warm house, greeted by delicious cooking smells that make Jack’s stomach rumble. Lucy goes in first, already chatting with the two excitable boys, Moss pulling on ahead, and Jack can tell her shoulders have dropped, her manner relaxed.

She’ll be fine, Jack thinks, reassured. Now, what’s for dinner?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Lucy’s thankful that Jack said yes to the invitation – having him here takes the focus off her. She needs time to think how she’s going to approach this conversation with her dad.

She already has an uncomfortable churn in her stomach. How will her father react when he’s presented with questions about a woman he probably hasn’t thought about in years? He has a nice life here. He’s not going to appreciate being dragged into the past. But she needs to know.

Meanwhile, Jack is the epitome of polite and gracious. Lucy watches him chat with her step-mother – Olivia is enthralled by the conversation. She’s never realised before that Jack could be this charming. He’s smiling, and Olivia’s actually flirting with him, albeit in a sweet and bashful way. Who is this man? He’s lost the tie, but he’s still smart in his shirt and suit. Even the trace of blond stubble from his five o’clock shadow seems to add to the effect.

Olivia has kept dinner simple – spaghetti, tomato sauce and meatballs, with a vegetarian version for Jack – and now, as Jack praises her for the dinner, Lucy hears a tinkle of laughter. She catches her father’s eye. He’s smiling indulgently, trying to share the joke with Lucy, but she looks away, finding it difficult to partake.

The boys are cute, in a mucky sort of way. Smeared with felt tip and dirt, they have wide smiles and big brown eyes that remind her of her dad. She realises that she must also look like them and searches their cheeky faces for other similarities. The fold at the top of Tim’s right ear, much like her left. Dom’s thick, dark brown hair with a hint of a wave – something like hers when she gets up in the morning.

These people are family, her family. Why has she ignored them for so long? Olivia pours the wine; the boys squabble over the last bit of cheese until Graham gets up and grates some more. There’s so much love around the dinner table that for a moment Lucy feels like an outsider. But whose fault is that?

Lucy asks a few polite questions: about Olivia’s job (‘an office manager at an accountancy firm in town’), how the boys are doing at school (‘they could do with talking less in class’, said with a pointed stare). And before long, the dinner is eaten, the wine has been drunk, and dessert has been brought out and obliterated by two boys who previously couldn’t finish their peas.

The children have been staring at Jack with awe throughout, but now Tim nudges Dominic, and the older boy sits up straight, ready to ask his question.

‘How many dead bodies have you seen?’ Dom blurts out.

‘Dominic!’ Olivia says. ‘Really!’

Jack smiles. ‘It’s fine. And I don’t know,’ he directs to the boys. ‘More than I’d like.’

‘Are they all murdered and bloody and stuff?’

‘Some are.’

Their eyes widen with comical fascination. ‘But I try not to see it that way,’ Jack continues. ‘I imagine them as they were, living and breathing, so I talk to their family and friends, find out what they were like. And I want to get them justice, of course. Do my best to get a conviction.’

There’s silence for a moment, before Tim says to Dominic, ‘I bet there’s a lot of blood,’ and Olivia decides it’s time they go to bed.



With the kids bathed and sent away with a firm instruction – Stay in your rooms – the adults move into the living room for coffee. Moss immediately decides his correct position is on the sofa, half on Jack, half off, and pushes his nose against Jack’s arm, asking for a scratch. Jack obliges, giving the persistent spaniel a massage behind the ears.

‘He’s a devil, that one,’ Graham says.

Jack smiles affectionally at Moss, now gazing at him lovingly. ‘He’s not so bad.’

‘That’s not what you said when you first met him,’ Lucy protests.

‘He won me over. And then you got Iggy, and in comparison…’

Lucy thinks about her German shepherd, and then Pete, the dog’s babysitter, and realises she hasn’t spoken to him all day. She holds up her phone.

‘Going to make a call. Won’t be long.’

She heads up the stairs to her allocated bedroom, slumping on the bed. From the room down the corridor, she can hear giggles, indicating that one of the boys has snuck into the other’s room, probably whispering about murder and dead bodies. She lets it go; Olivia’s problem, not hers.

Pete answers on the second ring, and she instantly smiles, hearing his voice.

‘Journey okay?’ he asks, and the echo tells her he’s in his car, probably on shift.

‘Are you working? I can call back.’

‘On a break. I’ve got time for a chat.’

‘How’s Iggy?’

‘A terror. I thought he’d be bored being left at home all day so I’ve brought him with me. He’s keeping Dax company in the back.’

‘Could you do my refresher training while you’re at it?’

‘Piss off,’ Pete replies with a laugh. ‘When are you coming home?’ Then quieter. ‘I miss you.’

‘I miss you too. And in a few days. No more. How’s your day been? Any interesting deployments?’

‘Interesting? I don’t know. More like weird.’

‘Go on.’

‘So, you know we’ve had this series of burglaries? Break-ins, the offender long gone before Dax could get a scent? Well, this morning, I had another one. Except this time the shitbag was still there, and didn’t even have the courtesy to give Dax a good chase. A few barks, and the guy had his hands behind his head before I could even ask.’

‘What did he say when he was interviewed?’

‘I don’t know. I need to catch up with the team later. But he’d spray-painted ACAB on the shed.’

Lucy sighs; she knows the acronym well. All cops are bastards. ‘One of those arseholes.’

‘Yeah. It just seemed odd. The way he stuck around. Like he wanted to give it to me, both barrels.’

‘Perhaps he reconsidered when he saw the dog, and you saved someone in uniform a nasty punch.’

‘Maybe.’ Pete’s quiet for a moment. ‘Listen, I was thinking about what you told me yesterday about your case. About Maggie and Lauren, sleeping with each other’s husbands. They don’t sound dissimilar to my two.’

‘Your sisters? What have they been up to?’

‘Nothing like that.’ Pete laughs. ‘But I was the middle child – the boy, watching from afar. And one minute they’d love each other, doing each other’s hair, whispering in corners, and the next, they’d be screaming and hurling obscenities. Me and Dad stayed well out of the way. But my mum explained it once – she said being a sister means you’re bonded to someone you love and hate at the same time. Anna always wanted everything Debbie had—’

‘Anna’s the youngest?’

‘Right. Debbie found her annoying but loved the adoration. Your two sisters could have been like that. Maggie wanted everything Lauren had. And when the house went to Lauren, that reinforced that desire.’

‘I just don’t buy that Maggie killed her. Out of a bit of misplaced sibling rivalry?’

‘It’s only a suggestion – don’t underestimate the sisterly bond. It’s baffling and terrifying, all at once. Anna and Debbie will do anything for each other, but I also wouldn’t be surprised if one day Anna stabbed her in the back and took her husband.’

‘Blimey. You have given this some thought.’

‘Too many lonely hours with only Dax for company.’

‘I don’t want to know what you and Dax do in your spare time.’

Pete laughs. ‘Have you chatted to your dad yet?’

‘No, we’ve just finished dinner.’

‘And how do you feel about it all?’ Pete asks. She likes the way he doesn’t try to solve her problems. Just listens quietly and asks questions, his support implicit in his concern.

‘Pissed off. I want to ask him about it but we’re getting on and I don’t want to upset him.’

‘You deserve to know, Lucy. Don’t let it fester.’

‘I won’t. Maybe tonight, once Olivia’s in bed. But Jack’s here and—’

‘Jack’s there?’

‘For dinner.’ There’s a long silence. ‘I could hardly leave him to starve at his hotel.’

‘I’m sure it has a restaurant.’

Lucy frowns. ‘What’s wrong, Pete?’

A long sigh. ‘Nothing. Nothing. It’s just…’ He chuckles, quietly. ‘Good old-fashioned jealousy.’

‘You have no reason to be jealous of Jack.’

‘Not jealous as such… Never mind.’

‘No, do go on.’

‘How would you like it if I spent all my time with another woman? An attractive one at that.’

Lucy scoffs. ‘Jack’s not attractive.’

‘Over six foot, good hair, nice clothes, important job. No, women don’t like that at all.’ Pete sighs again. ‘Ignore me. It’s just that he’s there and I’m here. In a field in the middle of the night, waiting for the next call-out.’

‘I love you, Pete. Not Jack.’

‘You do?’

Lucy can hear the smile in his voice. ‘Yes, you stupid man. I love you. Now go and catch some bad guys.’

‘I will. And Lucy? I love you, too.’

Lucy hangs up the call, a big smile on her face. He’s right – it’s daft that Jack’s the man meeting her family tonight, not Pete. And she remembers how warm Pete was around Fran’s boys; Dom and Tim would love him.

The warm glow doesn’t last for long. Does Pete want children? They’ve never sat down and worked it out, face to face. She needs to do that, soon, but in her heart, Lucy knows it’s already gone too far. She loves the man. She can’t back out now.

So many tricky conversations, and she’s ignoring them all.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

By the time Lucy has made it back downstairs, Jack is standing by the front door, shoes already on, saying goodbye to her dad and Olivia.

‘Thank you for a delicious dinner,’ he says. ‘I’ll head off. Leave you to it,’ he adds, with a pointed stare at Lucy. ‘Are you sure it’s okay that I take the car?’

‘It’s fine. You need it more than me.’

They exchange final handshakes and kisses on the cheek, and Jack disappears into the night.

‘So Jack’s not your boyfriend?’ her dad says, showing her through to the living room.

‘No, Jack’s a friend. He had some work to do up here. It made sense for us to come together.’

‘Well, if he’s the reason I’m seeing my daughter for the first time in six years, then he’s all right with me.’

Six years. Lucy didn’t think it had been that long and feels a palpable shock as she relaxes into the sofa, Moss by her side. It’s quieter here – the boys off in their bedrooms, Olivia in the kitchen. For the first time, Lucy is alone with her father and she feels tongue-tied.

‘I’m sorry about your husband,’ Graham says. ‘We would have come down to the funeral but—’

‘It’s a long drive. It’s fine. The worst was over by then anyway.’

‘We would have come down when he was first reported missing. But Tim had just started school and Dom was in the middle of his SATs—’

‘It’s fine.’ She shrugs, feeling like a sulky teenager. ‘What could you have done?’

‘We’re your family. We would have looked after you.’ There’s a long pause, and Lucy listens to the noises of the house. Ominous thuds from upstairs; two small boys failing to go to sleep. ‘Anyway, I’m glad you’re here,’ Graham says. ‘At last.’ The words land with a sting but his tone is friendly. ‘What are your plans while you’re here?’

‘That depends.’ Lucy pauses, gathering the courage to ask. ‘I wanted to talk to you about Mum. Jack found some things out about her, and I want to know more.’

Graham nods slowly, leaning back in his seat. ‘I wondered when you’d bring her up. As a child, you didn’t want to talk about her.’

‘You never told me anything.’

‘Because you’d get upset when I did.’

Lucy frowns. That’s not how she remembers it, but she was young, who can tell what was going through her head.

‘What do you want to know?’

So many questions, where should she start? But one is foremost in her mind. ‘Why did she leave?’

Graham sighs, and there’s a pause as Olivia comes in with the drinks, placing a mug by Lucy’s side. Reading the room, she leaves again, closing the door softly behind her.

Graham takes a sip of his coffee. ‘To this day, I’m not 100 per cent sure. Nina was a complicated woman. She had health issues – mental health. They’d be dealt with better nowadays but back then doctors threw some anti-depressants or anxiety meds at you, and that was their job, done. You’d probably call it post-natal depression now but it wasn’t just that – she was ill before she had you. The deep reds, she’d call it – taken from that Audrey Hepburn movie – and when that hit, there wasn’t much I could do except wait. Until the deep reds got longer, and the normal times further and further apart. I was pretty much bringing you up alone. And then one day she’d gone.’

‘Gone?’

‘Yes, didn’t even leave a note. I feared the worst, at first, so I called Clara, her best friend. And Clara said she was with her, and she was fine. I expected her to come back.’

‘But she didn’t?’

‘No. And then she left Clara’s and was gone for good.’

‘Did you try to find her?’

‘A few times. I even called the police, reported her missing. But the coppers were sanguine. They said she clearly didn’t want to be found and to leave her alone. I think they assumed I was violent, or something.’ He looks up, meeting Lucy’s gaze for the first time. ‘I’m sorry. I should have tried harder, I know that.’

‘And then she died, and we moved down south?’

‘Yes. Later.’ He’s vague, and she doesn’t push. ‘What did Jack find out about Nina?’

‘Medical records – from a rehab and psychiatric unit. She was an alcoholic?’

He frowns. ‘Yes. I thought you knew that? She liked her drink, a little too much. Coke, too, and then she’d go out on a bender, not return for days. Self-medicating, I guess. But never while she was pregnant,’ he adds, seriously. ‘She didn’t touch a drop, gave up smoking. She tried as hard as she could. She wanted the best for you.’

‘Yet she couldn’t stick around.’

‘It wasn’t as simple as that, Lucy. Your mother was sick. She often said you’d be better off without her.’

‘And was I?’

Graham shrugs. ‘You tell me.’

Lucy leaves the question unanswered, sipping at her coffee. Her father has been honest so far, but now for the big one: ‘Did Mum have any more children?’

Graham’s gaze slips up to hers, his mouth open, lines appearing on his forehead. ‘Why are you here, Lucy?’ he says. ‘Honestly?’

‘My husband, Nico, before he died… Apparently, he said something about me having a sister. I assume you don’t have any other children – apart from Dom and Tim?’

Graham shakes his head. ‘No. And nor did Nina, as far as I know. But it’s possible. Why would your husband know something like that and not tell you himself?’

‘Because he was a prick?’

Graham laughs, a sudden bark, breaking the awkwardness in the room. Lucy smiles. ‘Honestly, I don’t know. That’s the question I’ve been asking myself. I thought it was time to find out.’

‘Are you sure? I mean, it’s been decades – aren’t these ghosts better left buried?’

‘I want to know, Dad. She was my mum. Do you have a number for this best friend? Clara, was it?’

He stares at her for a moment, then nods.

‘I think so. It’s an old one but she might still be there. I’ll dig it out tomorrow.’

‘Thank you.’

Lucy sits back in her seat, the tension faded. In the background she can hear the squeals of two mischievous boys failing to go to bed. Graham looks upwards with a grimace.

‘I better go and help Olivia,’ he says. He gets up, but as he passes Lucy’s chair, he bends down and gives her a kiss on the forehead. ‘I’m glad you’re here, Lucy.’

She looks back as the door closes, feeling a niggle of discontent – there’s something her father’s not saying. But it’s late, and she’s tired, so she stays in the peace and quiet, nursing the last of her coffee, as the war wages outside.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Declan appears to have driven straight from the police station to Maggie’s flat. His hair is standing up in greasy peaks, his clothes are rumpled and he stinks – of stale sweat and stress.

‘What did they say?’ she asks, once he’s in from the rain.

‘That’s just it – I don’t know. They said I’ve been released under investigation but that just means they don’t have enough to charge, doesn’t it? They seemed certain when they interviewed me—’

‘Who? Who interviewed you?’

‘That DCI. The one we met outside the house on Tuesday. They’ve found Lauren’s phone and they had me shouting at her on her voicemail. Plus a photo of Lauren – from that time she had the black eye.’

‘They thought you’d done it?’

‘That’s what they assumed. Abusive husband, must have murdered her. Oh God, oh God.’ He rotates on the spot, hands clawing at his hair. ‘I’m going to prison for her murder. I know it.’ He stops. Eyes wide. ‘They haven’t been in contact with you, have they?’

‘Me? Why would they…? Oh, Declan. You told them about… about that week.’

‘I had to. You’re my alibi. I was with you in Birmingham. Except he didn’t seem to care about that. Just sent me back to the cell. All night! All night I was in that awful place. And then this lunchtime they came along and let me out. No explanation.’

‘What did your solicitor say?’

‘That the police clearly don’t have enough evidence. She said it like that – she thinks I did it, too. My own solicitor. Why did they let me go? Does that mean they have someone else? That they’ve found the person who killed Lauren?’

‘I don’t know. Sit down,’ she instructs. ‘Sit down.’ He plonks himself on the sofa with a thump. She goes to her kitchen and pours a generous helping of Jack Daniel’s. ‘Drink that,’ she says, putting it in his hand. ‘And calm down.’

She sits beside him, thinking.

She’s been watching the news all day and there’s been no further update. Police are appealing for witnesses from May 2014. But nobody’s going to come forward. It’s been too long.

She curses her sister. Ten years later and she’s still causing trouble. Lauren was always the impulsive one, flighty and impetuous, but her father’s favourite. An incident comes to mind. A paperweight, no more than a large glass rock, sparkling with greens and silvers and blues. Lauren saw it in the shop, but her pocket money was spent, frittered away on sweets as always. But Lauren wanted it, so she stole it. Put it in her pocket and walked out of there.

Later their father found it, and Maggie relished the telling-off, the punishment that was guaranteed to come. Shoplifting! No small crime in their father’s eyes, yet he looked at her and laughed. A beautiful thing for my beautiful daughter, he’d said. How can I blame you for that?

Lauren never learned about actions and consequences. Maggie had to pick up the pieces, just as she’s doing now.

She contemplates the police. They haven’t got in contact with her – what does that mean? As if answering her question, her phone rings. She looks at the name, then blanches. She silences the call.

‘Declan,’ she says, trying her best to be authoritative. ‘Go home. Get some sleep. If they thought you killed Lauren they would have charged you.’ He struggles to his feet. ‘And for God’s sake, have a shower.’

He gives himself a quick sniff then bumbles to the front door.

‘If you hear anything—’ he begins.

‘Then I’ll call you. Go.’

She closes the door firmly behind him, then walks quickly back to the living room, picking up her phone. Two missed calls. Two voicemails. She doesn’t bother to listen and returns his call immediately.

He answers on the first ring. ‘What have you been saying about me?’

‘Brett—’

‘The police called round to my house. Asked me – oh so politely – to come into the station tomorrow first thing for a voluntary interview. What have you been saying?’

‘Nothing. They’re being thorough. You were a part of Lauren’s life back then. They just want to speak to you. If they thought you were involved, then they’d arrest you like they did Declan.’

Brett laughs. A nasty cackle. ‘They arrested Declan? For her murder?’ He laughs again, slightly hysterically. ‘Is he locked up?’

‘No, they let him out earlier. They don’t have a clue. You know they’ve got it all wrong – they’re digging around in the dark. But Brett.’ She pauses, nervous at how he’ll react. ‘Don’t you think this has gone on long enough?’

There’s a gap. A few seconds, long enough for Maggie to imagine his face turning red, his anger building. ‘What…’ he says slowly and menacingly. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘The lies, Brett. The deceit. They’ve found her body now. Isn’t it about time we tell the truth?’

‘Keep your stupid mouth shut, Maggie,’ he says, and his tone of voice makes her tremble. ‘I did as you told me, back then. Now you’ll do as I say. Keep your fucking mouth shut.’

And he hangs up, leaving Maggie standing in the middle of the room, shaking.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

Sometimes at night, when he can’t sleep, the man walks the city streets. He likes the silence, the comparative peace, when often his mind is so full.

Tonight, the air is cool. He’s out in just a sweatshirt, and he pulls his hood up, taking refuge in the anonymity, the thick material blocking some of the external sounds.

The day at work had been particularly grating. But he has an outlet now. His friends, his compatriots. Before he went out, he shared his views with the group, post after post on the message boards about the women who lord it over him, the promotion he should have got. The men who fawn over them, like they’re something special. They’re whores. Offering their bodies to the men they think deserve them, withholding sex from the rest. Sluts.

Ahead, a woman falls out of a late-night bar. She totters on high heels, swaying as she makes her way towards the main road and the taxis, no doubt. He increases his pace, making up ground. Fifty, twenty metres behind her. And, as if sensing his presence, she glances behind and spots him.

She takes in his height. His stature. His face hidden in the hood of his sweatshirt. And she speeds up, her heels clacking against the concrete. She’s afraid of me, the man realises with a flash of guilt. But then the rush comes. She’s afraid of me.

To his surprise, he feels himself grow hard. She’s slight, almost to the point of skinny. How hard would it be to catch up with her, to pull her into that alleyway there? Force her to her knees, force himself inside her. He remembers the posts on the chat boards. The debates whether rape should be legalised, the boasts about planning a sexual attack.

All females deserve our utter hatred, one man wrote, while another wants to hear her scream. The man’s pace increases, he’s almost alongside her now. He can see the terror in her eyes, the way she grips a set of keys in her hand, the sharp edges pointing between her fingers.

He wants to laugh. You think that’ll stop me? But all at once, he feels a flicker of shame. A remnant of the man he used to be. He shouldn’t be trying to scare this woman. He’s a good man; someone who goes out of his way to hold doors for the people following behind, who scours websites searching for the perfect present for his wife.

Ex-wife, he reminds himself bitterly. Look what she has done to him. Ruined his life. Taken everything.

He remembers the acronym, repeated on the posts in the chat rooms. AWALT. All women are like that. He smiles, he knows now. He has woken up to the reality of what society has done to straight white men.

The woman is still in front of him. Walking quickly, barely daring to glance back.

‘Can you tell me where McDonald’s is?’ he asks.

She stops, her mouth open.

‘Hey, are you okay?’ he says. ‘You shouldn’t be out here alone, this time of night.’

‘Yes, yes, I’m fine. It’s down there,’ she says, pointing towards the yellow arches. ‘Twenty-four hours.’ She smiles then, showing a row of perfect white teeth, and he realises that the first-date rule is correct – the man should be in charge.

He is in charge. And that’s the biggest turn-on of them all.
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DAY FIVE – SATURDAY
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

DI Oscar Vaughn is friendly and welcoming, and Jack likes him immediately. He has a broad Geordie accent and serves Jack’s tea with the teabag in, just how he likes it.

Jack slept well last night, lulled into a deep sleep by good food and a comfortable hotel. Now, he takes a seat in a tired conference room, the carpet worn, the ceiling tiles stained brown.

‘Tell me more about this murder case?’ Vaughn says. ‘I’ve been following it on your local news since you got in touch. Have you found anything new?’

‘Only that the husband has a solid alibi for the time Lauren Shaw was killed. Best bet is either the sister or Brett Thompson – the victim’s brother-in-law at the time and the man she was sleeping with. Have you got eyes on him?’

‘We’ve been watching him since we got your call. Still at his registered address. We spoke to him yesterday – he was polite and said he’ll be in at nine a.m.’ He glances at his watch. ‘Soon. Are you sure you haven’t got grounds for arrest?’

‘Nothing concrete. I’m guessing that he knows his law?’

DI Vaughn opens the file in front of him. ‘Brett Thompson. Aged forty-five. Managing partner at Thompson and Reeves solicitors. Specialises in family law. Owns one brand new Porsche Cayenne. No criminal record. Father was a Conservative MP until his retirement last year.’ He pushes it across to Jack, who turns it around and looks at the photograph resting on the top.

‘Business is good, then. To own a car like that.’ He studies the photograph. He can almost smell the leather of this man’s shoes, the expensive cologne. ‘Never remarried?’

‘Doesn’t seem like it. Although a man who looks like that – doubt he’s spending his Saturday nights alone.’ DI Vaughn pushes back on the creaky chair, his hands behind his head. ‘I don’t envy you the case. Ten years in the ground. Going to be a tricky one to get enough to charge.’

‘That reminds me – could your officers do me another favour? We noticed a strange pattern of sexual assaults in the area – a definite increase around the time Lauren Shaw was murdered. Could you look at your data and see if you’ve got the same?’

Vaughn leans forward again, interested. ‘What are you saying? That you had a predator on the loose?’ He makes the obvious connection. ‘One that moved up here? Brett Thompson?’

‘It’s a theory,’ Jack says, but then remembers the data: it was too many incidents to be just one guy. ‘It would be interesting to see.’

‘We’ll look into it.’

An officer knocks then pokes his head around the door. ‘He’s here,’ he says.

‘Bright and early,’ Jack replies. He feels a buzz of anticipation and gets to his feet. ‘Time to interview my prime suspect.’



Brett Thompson is everything Jack expected. As tall as Jack, but with the free time to regularly visit a gym; his handshake is bone-crushing, his smile white and even. He’s wearing a suit so well-fitting it must have been tailor-made.

‘DCI Ellis, it’s an honour to meet you,’ he says as he sits down opposite Jack in the interview room. ‘Your reputation precedes you.’

‘Even in Newcastle?’

‘Missing children get everyone’s attention,’ Brett says, referring to the Rosie Logan case from February. It was a nationwide appeal, but still. Jack gets the feeling the man’s done his homework.

Brett places his briefcase on the table, opens it and takes out a small, monogrammed leather-bound notebook, then shuts the case with a snap, putting it on the floor. He takes the cap off his fountain pen, smoothing out a clean page. Only then does he look around the room, taking in the scuffed magnolia walls, the chipped table. ‘Bit grim in here, isn’t it?’

‘Apologies for our surroundings,’ Jack says, dryly. ‘But needs must.’ He makes a show of opening his own notebook – scruffy, spiral-bound – then reaches across, pressing start on the digital recorder.

‘I am investigating the offence of murder,’ Jack says, reading from the standard warning. ‘Present is DCI Jack Ellis and Brett Thompson.’ He rattles through the rest of the preamble and the caution. ‘You have turned down legal advice, is that correct?’

‘Yes, but steady on, lad. I thought this would be a casual chat.’

‘It’s a voluntary interview – as I said, you are free to leave – but we need to make sure we have covered all the bases.’ Jack smiles for the first time, adding a bit of charm. ‘Or if you’d prefer, we could adjourn and come back to you when we have grounds for an arrest. What would you prefer?’

‘No, no, this is fine.’ Brett backtracks rapidly. ‘Happy to help the police. The sooner we can get this cleared up, the better.’

‘Excellent, thank you.’ Jack consults his notes. ‘Can you give me your whereabouts on the fortnight beginning Wednesday the seventh of May 2014, when Lauren Shaw was reported missing?’

‘Yes, of course,’ he says smoothly. ‘I was living with Maggie at the time. Margaret Shaw, her sister? So I would have been there, or at work. She can vouch for me – and someone in the office.’

‘That was a quick response.’

‘I came prepared,’ Brett replies, with a wolfish grin. ‘I knew you’d be asking about Lauren.’

It’s a fair point. Jack moves on.

‘Have you ever been to Bracken House, off Ridge Lane, near Romsey?’

‘Yes, it was Lauren and Declan’s home. I was there a lot.’

‘Why were you there?’

‘I worked with Lauren and I was friends with Declan. I used to go over for dinner, or to hang out. I met Maggie through Lauren.’

‘How would you describe your relationship with Lauren Shaw?’

‘Colleagues? Friends? Then sister-in-law.’

‘That’s all?’

He shrugs. ‘I guess so.’

‘You’re certain about that?’

Brett gives him a hard stare but doesn’t change his story.

‘So how would you explain these?’ Jack takes two photos out of the file – stills from the video that show Lauren and Brett together. ‘Is this how you greet all of your friends?’

Brett’s face whitens. ‘Where did you get those?’

‘From a video we found at Bracken House.’

‘It was at the house? Where?’

‘We also found Lauren’s phone,’ Jack says, moving swiftly on. ‘And on it were these photos.’ More pictures, this time of Lauren and Brett kissing. ‘Could you explain what’s going on here?’

‘Isn’t that obvious?’ Brett says. He sits back, straightens his shoulders, obviously deciding there’s no point in lying. ‘We were having an affair.’

‘You were sleeping with your wife’s sister?’

‘Yes, but it wasn’t like that. We were in love. Lauren was going to leave Declan.’

‘Did Declan know?’

‘I assume she told him. I saw on the news you’d found her body – in the garden of Bracken House? If you want to point the finger at anyone – point it at him. Declan looks all mild-mannered and sweet, but he’s got a nasty streak a mile wide. Push him and he’ll kick the shit out of you. Or try to.’

‘You saw that first-hand?’

‘Yeah, loads. We used to go out drinking. And with a few Stellas in him he’d go for anyone if they so much as pushed in front of him at the bar. You want to know where Lauren went, you ask him.’

‘We did. And he has a solid alibi.’

Brett scoffs. ‘Who?’

‘Your ex-wife, actually. He was at a hotel in Birmingham with her when Lauren was killed.’

‘With… With Maggie? Declan and Maggie?’ He looks genuinely shocked at the news. ‘They were sleeping together?’

‘We assumed that’s why you got divorced?’

‘No, we… Maggie…’

‘And we know you were with Lauren around the time she died.’ Jack points to the still from the video, the timestamp clear. ‘What happened when you saw Lauren on this date?’

‘This… What…?’ He looks at the date on the photo, and back at Jack. And then a switch is flicked, his calm composure returns. ‘Yes, okay. We slept together that day. But not at Bracken House. This was at a Premier Inn, the one off junction 2 of the M27. She called me, told me to meet her.’

‘How long were you there?’

‘A few hours, tops. She was alive when I left.’

‘And how did she seem?’

‘The same as normal. She’d been staying with a friend the week before – when Maggie reported her missing. I told Maggie at the time it was an overreaction and sure enough, she called. After we… made love, she said she was going away again, but she’d be in touch. And then she disappeared.’

‘Do you normally choke women you’re making love to?’ Jack pushes another photo across the table. ‘Hold their hands above their head?’

Brett blinks at the photos. ‘Lauren had some… differing tastes.’

‘So you’re saying she liked this?’ Jack finds the photo of Lauren’s black eye. ‘Did she like being punched in the face?’

‘I didn’t do that.’

‘So who did?’

‘I don’t know. She wouldn’t say. Declan?’

Jack changes tack again. ‘When Lauren left for the second time, did she say where she was going?’

‘No, but she had her guitar with her. So I knew she was serious.’

‘How long had you been sleeping with Lauren? Before this point?’

‘I don’t know. A few months before she went missing?’

‘And you were in love?’ Jack says, a hint of scorn in his voice. ‘That was quick.’

‘Yes,’ Brett says defiantly. ‘She was going to tell Declan about us. Then she never came back.’

‘What did you think had happened to her?’

Brett’s jaw tightens. ‘Honestly? I thought Declan had killed her.’

‘And yet you didn’t think it worth speaking to the police?’

‘No, I—’ He stops abruptly.

Jack holds the silence, lets the man sweat for a moment.

‘Mr Thompson?’

‘I didn’t want the press to get hold of it, okay? My career was taking off. I had the job offer to go up north – to be a managing partner – and I didn’t want anything to get in the way of that.’

‘So you let the police believe she had left with someone. Another man. You let her sister – your wife – believe she had just upped and left?’

‘Things weren’t great between me and Maggie by that point. I didn’t care what she thought.’

‘How long were you married to Maggie?’

‘Just over a year in the end.’

‘Because you were sleeping with her sister?’

‘Look, it’s not something I’m proud of. Lauren hated it too, but the chemistry between us was undeniable. We were in love,’ he repeats and Jack needs all his willpower not to roll his eyes.

‘And yet, you made no attempt to find her, once she went missing.’ Jack pauses. ‘Don’t you want to know how she died?’

‘I… What?’

‘Most people, when they hear of the death of a loved one, they want to know how they died. And you’re not interested at all.’

‘You said it was murder?’

‘It was. A combination of being stabbed, and blunt force to the front of the head. Whoever killed her was looking right in her eyes when she died.’

‘Someone smashed her head in?’ His hand goes to his mouth. ‘Jesus,’ he mutters. He starts to shake, fingers quivering then full-on tremors. ‘I’m sorry, I need to go. I…’

And with that he bursts from his seat, out of the interview room and into the corridor where Jack can hear retching. A uniformed officer appears in the doorway.

‘Guv, your suspect… He’s been poorly in the corridor. What do you want me to do with him?’

‘Thank him and send him home. And sorry,’ Jack says with a grimace, knowing it’s not him that’ll have to clear up the puke.

DI Vaughn joins him in the interview room. ‘What do you think?’

‘You were watching?’

Vaughn points to the camera in the corner of the ceiling. ‘Loud and clear. And for the record, I don’t believe all that “we were in love” crap. He’s a serial shagger, that’s why the wife divorced him. Lauren Shaw wasn’t his only affair.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘The speed he told you the name of the hotel in the photo. He’d been there more than once. It was his favourite go-to.’

‘Unless it stuck in his mind because it was the last place he saw the woman he loved.’ Vaughn gives him a cynical look. ‘Okay, but that response to hearing how Lauren died – you don’t fake that sort of reaction.’

‘True, but why did it make him puke?’ Vaughn gets to his feet, leaving the question unanswered. ‘Good luck, I don’t envy you this one at all.’

Jack watches him go, then listens to the sound of a mop and bucket being deployed in the corridor.

Was Brett’s violent reaction a response to learning how his loved one died? Or was it something more sinister? The resurrection of memories, long buried. A flashback from when he did the deed?

Either way, Jack can’t prove it. Thompson has admitted to the affair, but that doesn’t mean he murdered her. There’s no proof.

Jack curses the cold case and the lack of evidence.

No, he thinks. I’m not making any headway at all.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Clara Macey’s house is small but perfectly formed, with a glossy blue front door and two pots with lavender letting out a gorgeous scent as Lucy walks by. True to his word, her father gave her the number and Lucy called her mother’s former best friend first thing. To her surprise, she got an answer straight away. One metro ride later, here she is.

She rings the door and waits. It’s opened by a tall, slender woman, with short grey hair. She’s smart, in a long corduroy skirt and a crisp white shirt – the look only slightly ruined by a pair of bright pink fluffy slippers. She stands back for a moment, appraising Lucy.

‘Gosh,’ she says. ‘How you’ve grown. When I saw you last, you were a wee thing. No more than two or three.’

‘I’m thirty-nine now.’

‘Well, the years have been kind to you. You’ve got the skin of a teenager.’

‘Oh, hardly,’ Lucy mutters. But she accepts the proffered hug; the woman smells as floral as her front garden.

‘Come in, come in. I went one up and bought chocolate digestives.’

‘Thank you, but you didn’t have to.’

‘Of course. Not often I get Nina’s daughter come to visit.’ Her face turns sad and she pauses. ‘You know that she… she passed?’

‘Yes, Dad said. I don’t know much about the circumstances around it, though. I was hoping you’d be able to tell me.’

‘I only know a bit. But you’re welcome to hear it. First of all, tea, coffee?’

Lucy agrees to a coffee and Clara bustles off, clattering in the kitchen as the kettle starts to burble.

She takes in the small, comfortable room. Reading glasses and a copy of a Margaret Atwood sit on the coffee table, with more books lining the walls. A dusty television sits in the corner of the room with a DVD player underneath, copies of Crazy, Stupid, Love and La La Land piled on top. Clearly a fan of Ryan Gosling; Lucy can’t fault her taste.

‘I grew up with your mother, did you know that?’ Clara says, coming back into the room with two mugs and a packet of chocolate digestives. Lucy shakes her head. Clara settles on the sofa next to Lucy, biscuit in hand. ‘We went to school together. Back then we were all about the Beatles and Paul McCartney. I’d like to think my tastes have matured but I suspect not.’

‘And you stayed in touch after school?’

‘All through our twenties. I was bridesmaid at your mum and dad’s wedding, it was a beautiful day. Wait a sec.’

Chewing on the biscuit, Clara leaves the room, coming back with a large plastic box, plonking it on the floor in front of them. ‘I dug out a few things.’ She opens the box and takes the photograph from the top. ‘There.’

She hands it to Lucy. Her mum in a flouncy white dress, smiling next to her father in a black suit and wide collar. It’s odd seeing it for the first time, when most children grow up with a photograph like this in pride of place on the mantle.

‘They look happy,’ she says.

‘They were,’ Clara replies but Lucy notices a scowl darken her face.

‘You didn’t like him,’ Lucy says.

‘It wasn’t that. I didn’t like who he expected Nina to be. A good little wife, stay at home, knock out loads of kids. Nina was a free spirit. Look.’ She pulls an envelope out of the box, opens it and passes photos to Lucy. They’re old, but Lucy can clearly make out her mother, recognising her own face in her features. Nina and Clara at a festival – bright flowers painted on their cheeks, hair in messy braids. They’re grinning, holding peace signs up to the camera.

‘We were high as kites when that was taken.’ Clara laughs. ‘Good times. But Graham didn’t like that. Especially after they got married. He said I was a bad influence, and Nina and I grew apart. I was sad about that.’

‘But she came to you when she left him? When she left us?’

‘Yes, turned up on my doorstep one evening, bag in hand. Then Graham showed up a few days later, shouting. He had you in the car, and you were screaming blue murder. He was worried about her, but that was a shitty way of showing it.’

‘Why did she leave?’

Clara takes a long breath in. ‘Graham always said she was ill, and she needed doctors to make her better. But Nina had always been like that – she loved life, she wanted to make the most of it.’

‘Dad said she was depressed.’

Clara gives her a long look. ‘That was one of her diagnoses, yes.’

‘And the other?’

‘She was schizophrenic.’ Lucy’s surprised, and it must show on her face, as Clara adds, ‘He didn’t tell you?’

‘No.’

‘Well, I guess he had his reasons. It wasn’t easy for him. Most of the time she was normal Nina, but when she had an episode, she could be hideously paranoid. Thought the government was tapping her phone, that sort of thing. And when she left, she was convinced Graham was trying to kill her.’

Lucy blinks. ‘Was he?’

‘No! Of course not. But he wanted her to take her medication and she hated it. The drugs weren’t as good then as they are now – she said it made her dull and tired, and Nina was neither of those things. She wasn’t a danger to herself or others, but the schizophrenia made her unpredictable, and Graham didn’t like that.’

‘How long did she stay with you?’

‘A few weeks. And then she was off. I would have liked her to stay longer but she never could sit still for long. She always said she liked to leave before she could be left. It was hard to keep track of her. She was in and out, would come and stay a few days, then go. And then, later, I’m told that she’s dead.’

‘What happened?’ Lucy almost whispers.

‘It took me a while to find out. She got hit by a car, late at night. Nobody knows exactly what happened – the person that hit her wasn’t to blame. He said she appeared from nowhere and there was nothing he could do. She was killed outright. Graham blamed me, of course. He said that if she’d been at home she would have been fine.’ She shrugs. ‘Maybe. But nobody could tell Nina what to do, not even me.’

‘Did she have a funeral?’

‘Yes, I helped arrange it. I was sorry you couldn’t come.’

‘I guess Dad didn’t think it was appropriate.’

Clara stares at her for a moment, her forehead furrowed. ‘Well, I can direct you to where her grave is – if you want to go and see her?’

‘I… I don’t know.’ It never occurred to Lucy that there’d be an actual grave. Somewhere she could say goodbye to her mother, once and for all. ‘Did Mum ever talk about me?’ she asks instead.

‘Oh, Lucy.’ Clara leans forward and reaches out for her. ‘She always talked about you. She loved you.’

Lucy pulls away. ‘If she loved me, why did she leave?’

‘It wasn’t as black and white as that – especially for someone with Nina’s problems. She said she was no good for you. That children need a stable loving home, and she knew you’d get that with Graham. I may not like the guy, but he was a fantastic father. Put you first, always. I kept track of you, you know. When you won that dog agility show with that rescue mutt.’

‘Sprockett.’

‘Yes. I was so proud of you. I knew you’d go on to do amazing things.’

Lucy doesn’t want to accept Clara’s praise, and in the awkward silence, she carries on fishing through the box, looking at photos of her mother, trying to see the love in her eyes.

And then, there it is. Her mother, a baby in her arms. A child with dark brown hair, chubby cheeks and a big smile. She turns the photo over. Nina and Tansy, it says in blue biro on the back.

Lucy holds it out to Clara. ‘Who’s Tansy?’

‘I think you know.’

‘My sister?’

‘Half-sister,’ Clara says. ‘Nina met a man on her travels. He didn’t stick around but apparently something did. She must be six months old in that shot.’

‘Do you know where she is now?’

‘I don’t, no. I’m sorry. Nina would drop in every now and again, the two of them. And then, after your mother died, she came to live with me.’

‘She did? How come?’

‘Tansy was young. She had nowhere else to go, and I’m not going to pretend it was easy. Tansy was understandably traumatised by her mother’s death, and she didn’t know me that well. But I did my best and we muddled along together.’

‘When did you last see her?’

‘Oh… Must have been a few years ago. Summer, yes, that was it. In 2021. She turned up with a bloke.’

August 2021. A few months before Nico went missing. Lucy’s senses are twitching.

‘What was this bloke like?’

‘Much older than her, kind of scruffy. Dark hair, beard. You know the type. Tortured artist.’

‘I do,’ Lucy says. I know that type well. She takes her phone out of her pocket and scrolls, looking for a picture. She holds it out to Clara. ‘Was this the man?’

Clara blinks at the photo, then back at Lucy. ‘Yes,’ she says warily. ‘Who was it?’

‘Was he with Tansy? Were they together?’

‘Was he her boyfriend, you mean? No, Tansy said she was helping him with an article, something to do with mental health. He was a journalist, I believe. Who was he?’

‘His name was Nico Halliday. He was my husband.’

‘Oh!’ Clara’s hand goes to her mouth. ‘He knew your sister?’

‘And didn’t tell me until it was too late. He’s dead now.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’ Lucy forces a smile. ‘He was a shit. And I’m here now.’

To distract herself from the questions in her head – what was Nico doing to discover Tansy in the first place? Why didn’t he tell her then? – Lucy turns her attention back to the photo of her mother and Tansy. Compared to the other photos, her mum looks much older. A different hairstyle, lines around her eyes. And the photo itself looks modern.

She holds it out to Clara. ‘When was this taken?’

Clara studies it closer. ‘Tansy must be six months or so here. So… around the summer of 1995.’

The date bounces like a shock wave through Lucy’s brain. ‘Sorry, 1995? My mother was still alive in ’95?’

‘Yes.’ Clara looks puzzled now; she leans closer to Lucy, placing a hand on her knee. ‘Your mother died in 2003. When Tansy was eight.’

Lucy’s eyes widen. ‘What?’

‘That’s why I was surprised when you didn’t come to the funeral – you didn’t know?’ Lucy blinks at her, her mind muddled. ‘What did Graham tell you?’

Lucy stares at her, her insides churning with confusion, anger starting to burn. ‘My father told me my mother died when I was six. He’s been lying to me all this time.’
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Jack is given an empty desk at the Newcastle nick, near to Vaughn’s office. He finds it strangely relaxing – watching the ebb and flow of someone else’s incident room, someone else in charge. While he drinks his tea, he mulls over his interview with Brett Thompson.

The man’s certainly confident and cocky, but is he a murderer? He has motive – wanting to shut his mistress up, the one person that could ruin his career prospects – and no alibi.

He makes a call to Amrit, back in Southampton. She sounds stressed.

‘Have you tried digging into events from ten years ago?’ she says, after he asks how she is. ‘Everyone’s either moved house, moved jobs or died. But anyway, what do you need, boss?’

He flinches, knowing he’s not going to make her job easier. ‘I need to know where Brett Thompson was the week Lauren Shaw died.’ There’s a long pause, and Jack imagines Amrit silently cursing. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s fine,’ she says, wearily. ‘Is he a suspect?’

‘Possibly. Did you get anywhere with Maggie?’

‘Yes! Yes, wait a sec.’ There’s a pause and a scrabbling of paper. ‘Here. So much of what we know about Maggie Shaw is fairly boring. Born 1986, two years before Lauren. Mother: Valerie Shaw, died 2002, breast cancer. Father, David Shaw, semi-retires from music to look after the girls, until he dies in 2008 from a heart attack, aged fifty-six.’

‘That’s young.’

‘It is. Papers at the time put it down to the drugs and alcohol in his youth. Lauren was only twenty, Maggie twenty-two, but he leaves the house and everything in it to Lauren. And here’s where it gets interesting. The bulk of the estate, including the royalties and all copyright on David Shaw’s music, was split fifty-fifty between the sisters. But the house went solely to Lauren.’

‘Motive?’

‘Yes. Especially since I managed to find a civil ruling on the dispute – Maggie took it to court.’

‘But Maggie said she didn’t have the money to do that.’

‘She clearly did. Perhaps she was hoping we wouldn’t find this. Either way, the judge ruled in Lauren’s favour. He said that the will was drafted in compliance with the Will’s Act and there was no reason to believe David Shaw had decreased mental capacity or was acting under duress. There was good reason why Shaw had wanted the house to go to the musician sister – to turn it into some sort of art institute in his name. Not that she ever did.’

‘So, if Lauren died, the estate would go to Maggie?’ Jack clarifies, feeling the case against Maggie growing stronger.

‘No idea. As Lauren hadn’t been declared dead until this week, the wheels are only just turning on the will. We’re waiting on access. But I can tell you now that Lauren’s half of David Shaw’s legacy – the trust he left to his daughters – would go to Maggie. Remains to be seen what happens to the house.’

‘Blimey, Amrit. Good work. How’s the search on the house going?’

‘Slowly. The LSOs were pulled away to another job. I think we can get the data dog back, though. If we ask nicely.’

Jack can imagine her flirty grin. ‘You do that. Thank you. And one other thing,’ he says with a wince. ‘Brett Thompson said the video of him and Lauren was filmed at the Premier Inn off junction 2 of the M27.’

‘Ower?’

‘That’s the one. Can you see if there are any witnesses from that time?’

Amrit gives a disbelieving grunt. ‘I doubt it.’

‘Or any records that can confirm one of them booked the room?’

A final sigh. ‘Will do, boss.’

Jack thanks her again, then spots Vaughn approaching, a big grin on his face. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll check in with you later.’

He puts the phone down as Vaughn places a Post-it on his desk. ‘You know you asked me to look into sexual assaults? Well, I think I’ve got something.’ He sits on the chair next to Jack, looking pleased with himself. ‘Rates around here have held pretty much static for the last few years, but reporting and getting women to support the accusation is woefully low, so no surprise there. But my DC gave a few rape crisis centres in the area a call, and she found someone willing to talk. Apparently, they’ve noticed a worrying trend over the last few years. A flurry of drinks being spiked in local pubs. She’s happy to talk to you about it, but don’t expect any names.’

‘That’s brilliant, thank you.’

Vaughn nods. ‘They’re waiting for your call.’ He frowns. ‘Have you got anyone you could take? They’re generally happier to speak to women. I’d lend you one of my DCs but we’re up to the eyeballs.’

‘No, that’s fine. I have someone.’ Vaughn leaves him to it, and Jack taps a finger on the Post-it, looking at the number. Then he picks up his phone.

‘Lucy?’ he says when she answers. ‘Are you busy?’



Lucy’s free and more than happy to accompany him. Jack picks her up from Whitley Bay and she debriefs him on what she’s found as they drive the twenty minutes back into Newcastle city centre.

‘So your father told you that your mother died in 1990, when actually she was alive and well until 2003?’

Lucy nods. ‘I was eighteen in 2003. Why the hell didn’t he tell me?’

‘Because he’d been lying to you for twelve years and didn’t know how to dig himself out of that hole?’

‘And he didn’t tell me that Mum was schizophrenic.’

‘Bloody hell, Lucy. I’m sorry. Did you manage to clarify if Nico knew your half-sister?’

‘Yes, and yes, he did. Nico was writing some sort of article on mental health issues. Yet something else I need to look into.’ She sighs. ‘But it looks like for once Nico was telling the truth. Tansy Holmes, born February 1995.’

‘Blimey,’ Jack mutters, at a loss for what else to say. ‘How do you feel about that?’

‘Confused, angry. Frustrated. Everything you’d expect. Clara told me where my mum’s grave is and I’ve arranged to meet Dad later so we can go together. He must know what’s coming. What I can’t work out is what did my dad think he would gain from lying to me? He must have known I’d find out eventually.’

‘Perhaps he thought he was protecting you?’ Jack suggests, and Lucy makes a noise halfway between a laugh and a scoff. ‘Parents do strange things.’

He must have said it with anger, as Lucy looks at him closely.

‘Did you phone your parents?’ she asks.

‘This morning.’

‘And?’ she prompts when he’s not forthcoming.

‘My mum started with the guilt trip for not phoning more often, then when I told her I was in Newcastle, she said she’d have to check with Dad whether they were free and she’d let me know.’ Jack glances away from the road for a minute, smiling at Lucy’s shocked face. ‘It took her three hours to phone me back.’

‘Oh, Jack, I’m sorry.’

He shrugs. ‘I’m used to it, don’t worry. I was all set to fly home tonight – save poor old, overworked Amrit – and instead I’ve got to suffer through an awkward family dinner in Berwick.’

‘Will it be that awful?’

‘Yes. As you’ll find out – you’re coming with me.’

‘What? Why do you want me there?’

‘To defuse the awkwardness? Distract them from how much I disappoint them?’

‘If you’re sure that’s what you want?’ Jack nods. ‘Then great, I’m in. And I have to admit – I’m curious. The genesis of DCI Jack Ellis. This should be interesting.’

‘Don’t get excited. It’s going to be shit.’

‘I’ll start planning what to wear. Sunday best?’

Jack confirms the arrangements and relaxes in the driving seat, feeling marginally relieved. He was telling the truth – having Lucy present will distract his parents from their usual awkward questions about his love life and how often he visits, but also he wants her there. Someone who will be on his side, whom he can laugh and commiserate with after. He’s come to rely on Lucy. More than he ever thought possible.

‘Stop! Here, here,’ Lucy says, dragging him out of his thoughts. Jack pulls the car in outside a grey pebble-dashed building, the outside screaming Eighties bureaucracy. It’s not what Jack expected, but he chooses one of the spare parking spaces outside the front and they both get out.

He notices Lucy looking him up and down. ‘What approach are we going for?’ she asks.

‘Casual and friendly?’

‘Lose the tie. And do you want me to lead?’

Lucy’s marginally better dressed than yesterday, in a shirt and jeans. ‘Please.’

Jack balls the tie and sticks it in the glovebox, then follows Lucy into the building.

Inside, the rape crisis centre is more welcoming than the outside would suggest. White-painted walls are decorated with bright artwork; primary-coloured sofas scatter the reception area. There’s a toddler play-station in one corner, full of puzzles and games, tiny plastic chairs crowding around a television, muted, showing Finding Nemo.

They’re the only ones there. Lucy presses a bell on the reception desk and it dings in a far-off room. There are a few posters on the wall, talking about confidentiality and safe spaces, but otherwise the place gives no indication as to its purpose.

A woman emerges from the back, wearing a long flowing skirt and a white shirt. Several lengths of brightly coloured beads hang from her neck, another few from her ears.

‘Lucy Halliday and Jack Ellis to see the charity director?’

The woman eyes them shrewdly. ‘You’re the police officers?’

‘We are.’ Lucy smiles broadly and Jack shuffles, unsure what body position to take. Crossed arms is too severe, shoulders back and full height too intimidating. He’s relieved when the woman leaves. She re-emerges soon after, a smart lady in a suit following behind.

She greets them both with a firm handshake. ‘Thank you for coming,’ she says. ‘I’m Jane Goodman. Come through.’

She leads them down narrow corridors with tatty carpets and chipped paint, into a small room at the end, no more than the size of a cupboard. She offers them tea or coffee, but they decline.

‘Sorry about the mess. We got the funding to overhaul the reception area and the interview rooms – there wasn’t much left over for the rest. Still, you don’t take this job for the corner office.’

‘How long have you been here?’ Lucy says.

‘Coming up to five years.’

‘It must be rewarding?’

‘Sometimes.’ She gives a tired smile. ‘Much like your jobs, I assume. You’re exposed to the worst society has to offer. I try to remember who we’re here for. The victims, male and female.’ She pauses. ‘You mentioned on the phone that you’re happy to talk confidentially? That this won’t form a part of your investigation – I don’t want to get pulled into court.’

‘Of course. That’s fine,’ Jack replies.

‘Then, may I ask: why are you here? You’re not locals. This isn’t community liaison.’

Jack keeps it brief: ‘We’re investigating a murder, and through that case we’ve noticed a worrying trend of sexual assaults in our area. As the investigation took us up to Newcastle, I thought it worthwhile looking for the same thing here. And my colleague said you’ve noticed something?’

‘Yes, a number of somethings.’ She pauses, considering. ‘Now, you don’t know me, but I hope you’ll take my word for it that I’m not someone who works on gut instinct. I like hard facts, evidence. Like you, I know that if one of our clients comes to us and they want to go to the police, we need to give you something to go on. Something to make a charge stick?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘But lately, I’ve noticed a few worrying trends. We’re a city-centre office – we get our fair share of women coming forward after nights out. Too much to drink, men that don’t understand consent, that don’t know the meaning of the word no. But lately, women have been talking about other symptoms. Memory loss. Confusion. Feeling weak. Out of control. And you know what that says to me?’

‘Rohypnol,’ Lucy says.

‘Exactly. But it’s too long after the event, so all blood and urine tests are coming back negative, and we can’t find any witnesses, no proof. But I know something’s going on. Maybe it’s a new strain of drug, I don’t know. And it’s not just that.’

She opens a desk drawer and pulls out a folder, places it on the desk. She opens it and starts flicking through the pages. ‘The bars these women are drugged in – they’re the same three places. The way it happens, it’s eerily similar.’

‘The same man?’

She shakes her head. ‘The descriptions are too different for that to be possible. Always a cluster on a Friday or a Saturday, when the clubs are at their busiest.’

‘But you haven’t gone to the police?’

‘No.’ Her face hardens. ‘Women know how hard it is to get a conviction, and they don’t want to be dragged through the courts for nothing. In the majority of cases, they just want someone to listen, to believe them. And make sure their health needs are managed.’

‘Morning after pill?’ Lucy asks.

‘Yes, but that’s the odd thing. These men – they always wear a condom, and they take it away with them afterwards.’

Lucy looks at Jack. ‘Removing forensics from the scene of the crime?’

Jack nods. ‘Could be?’ He turns back to Jane. ‘So what are you saying? That these are organised attacks?’

‘It sounds ridiculous, I know. But you must have seen it, same as I have. These gangs of boys – kids, really. Following Andrew Tate and his disgusting acolytes on social media. Think they’re entitled to sex, that women are the target. They treat women as prey, and believe that no is just the start of a conversation. A problem to be solved.’ She pauses. ‘The police must be looking at this, surely? I’ve seen reports in the newspapers – violence, misogyny.’

‘We are aware it’s a problem,’ Jack says, but his knowledge is sadly lacking. ‘Is there anyone who would talk to us? Even if they don’t want to support.’

Jane thinks for a moment. ‘I might know someone. Leave it with me.’

Jack senses the conversation is over, and he thanks Jane. She walks them out of the building, but pauses in the doorway, as if about to say something.

‘I’m glad you both came,’ Jane says, after a moment. ‘And forgive my cynicism but I hope my time wasn’t wasted.’

‘In what way?’ Lucy says.

‘I’ve met a lot of police officers in my time, and the majority are like you – smart, well-intentioned. But I can’t help thinking we’re King Canute – shouting at the encroaching tide. Your priority is to solve a murder – as it should be – but who is solving this problem?’ She shrugs, looking weary. ‘I don’t expect an answer. I’m sorry.’

Jack’s conscious of the weight of expectation. Of the women – and men – Jane must see pass through those doors, knowing that the majority aren’t going to get the justice they deserve. And he can’t do much either. Even as senior as he is, he can only do so much. And Jane’s right – their priority lies with Lauren.

‘I’ll do my best,’ Jack says, and Jane smiles.

‘That’s as much as I can ask,’ she replies.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Will Ingram stands in the shadow of the old house, his hand resting gently on the Labrador’s head. Hugo is sitting sloppily, his legs at odd angles, a dog at ease.

The air is cooler now it’s late afternoon, the humidity from the last few days dissipated with the thunderstorm. Bracken House is gloomy and intimidating; Will wonders what other secrets it holds.

It’s empty now – the licensed search officers all called away, the PolSA directed to a new priority. Only the scene guard remains. Will’s glad he’s returned for an additional check. They didn’t have enough time for the first one on Wednesday and even though it’s now the weekend, he’s happy to give up his free time. The house feels like unfinished business; the phone hiding in the wardrobe… What else might be in there?

Will straightens up and Hugo gets to his feet, sensing the change in his handler’s body language. The fun is about to start, and his tail starts wagging in wide swipes.

‘You ready, boy?’ Will says and they step towards the house. The front door has been sealed, marked as a crime scene, but it’s not locked and he pushes into the hallway. It’s cold and dark inside, no floodlights this time to help, but it’s not eyes Will needs. It’s Hugo’s keen nose.

He considers the layout of the house. Hugo searches for anything from tiny micro SIMs to laptops, and Will knows from experience how creatively they can be hidden. Secreted in the tiniest of corners, disguised in analogue watches – there is no end to the determination to keep these valuable sources of information hidden from the police.

But they’re not dealing with master criminals here. Lauren Shaw was about to be murdered and even if she was unaware of that fact, she was no doubt scared and worried. She wouldn’t have been thinking clearly; she would have headed to somewhere she felt safe. Protected. Not the master bedroom she shared with her husband. So where?

Will looks along the long dark corridor to the splinter of light at the back of the house. He remembers the layout from his first expedition – the kitchen, opening out into the huge garden. The small music studio where the blood was found.

He has no wish to begin at the scene of the crime, so takes the stairs to the first floor. He and Hugo searched the level thoroughly before and now he looks upwards, to the two small loft rooms.

The kids’ bedrooms.

And Lauren’s childhood haven.

Will sets out down the corridor with Hugo, then up the narrow stairs to the loft. He doesn’t hurry. He has the dog on a relaxed lead and lets him sniff, his keen nose catching tantalising smells. But the dog doesn’t hesitate – there’s nothing here he’s been trained to find.

There are colourful wooden letters stuck on the door at the top, lauren spelled out in bright reds, greens and blues. Will pushes it open.

It’s her old childhood bedroom, no doubt about that. The pink wallpaper is peeling, the bed abandoned, no more than a frame, but Will can see how it was once loved. The faded posters on the walls, saggy and torn; the marks on the battered wooden desk; the once bright-pink carpet now stained. Undisturbed, preserved since her childhood – what does that say about someone? There’s a large brown stain on the corner of the ceiling, damp coming through, and Will feels sad for Lauren. For the girl that once dreamed of stardom and ended up lost.

Unchecked, Hugo is wandering the room, head down, sniffing corners, the rug, under the desk, his head bobbing and weaving. It’s clear what Lauren’s passion was: it’s a crowded room, full of piles of sheet music, song books and more guitars than Will can count. Some are locked away in their cases, others displayed proudly on stands. But one catches Will’s eye. It’s a battered case, leaning in between a desk and a chair, covered with tour stickers displaying far-flung locations like Tokyo and Melbourne. Will remembers Lucy saying that Lauren took her guitar with her, but maybe this was her father’s favourite.

Will directs Hugo with a gentle, ‘Look, look,’ and the Labrador’s nose quivers, sniffing around the case as Will pulls it out from the corner, laying it down on the ground. Hugo takes a long snort at the joint between the lid and the bottom, and carefully, Will opens the catches, revealing the acoustic guitar within.

It’s a beautiful instrument. The wood polished to a golden brown, the marks and dents forming a pattern as individual as scars on skin. Hugo works his way over the guitar, no doubt smelling the spruce of the soundboard, the steel strings, the sweat and strain of the man ingrained in the wood over the years. Will plays a little himself; he itches to pick it up and have a strum, see how those strings sound, but his professionalism won’t allow it. Instead, he directs Hugo to sniff over the sound hole.

But the dog comes away empty and just as Will’s considering moving on, Hugo pauses. He presses his nose against the velvet interior of the case and inhales, deep and long. Then he sits down.

A positive indication. There’s no reason why any electronics should be within the case, but Will doesn’t allow himself to get excited. It could be a portable metronome, or a GPS tracker, allowing David Shaw to monitor his precious cargo as it was transported from tour bus to venue.

He rewards Hugo with an excited, ‘Yes!’ and tosses him the ball on the rope. Hugo grabs it eagerly, does a quick twirl in the cramped space, then settles down for an enthusiastic chew.

Dog happy, Will turns his attention to the inside of the guitar case. With gloved hands, he feels along the soft velvet for whatever Hugo might have found. And there it is. Carefully secreted in the folds of the fabric is a hidden pocket; inside, a small black external hard drive.

Will takes it out, looking at it with interest. Not for the first time, he wishes he could see what’s hidden inside the treasures he finds, but no, he must take satisfaction in a job well done.

He appraises the external hard drive. He recognises the brand – it’s old, but new enough that there’s no way it belonged to David Shaw himself. What does it contain? What secrets did Lauren Shaw want to keep concealed?

Did Lauren realise when she put it here that it would lie undisturbed for years? That she would never return to it, and instead end up dead and buried in a dark corner of her garden. Maybe she suspected that, maybe that’s why she hid it.

But either way, he needs to get this into evidence as soon as possible. Lauren Shaw may have been dead for ten years, but this investigation is alive and kicking.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Lucy would rather stay and investigate a murder. But Jack gives her a look that says Go, so she offers her apologies and takes her car back to her dad’s house.

The place is a cacophony of noise when she arrives. Olivia lets her in, dressed in Lycra.

‘Your dad’s in the kitchen,’ Olivia says, then returns to the living room, resuming her violent HIIT workout. The two boys are playing football in the garden, their kicks accompanied by enthusiastic shouts; the whole household makes Lucy feel tired just watching them all.

Sure enough, her dad is washing up, Radio 4 blaring, in the same way he did every morning when she was growing up. He hasn’t realised she’s arrived, so she leans in the doorway, watching him for a moment. He seems smaller, now. Back then, she looked up to him. He was her world. Those foundations have never felt so shaky.

Moss gives her away, leaping enthusiastically to her side, tail wagging.

‘Hello, Moo-moo. Did you miss me?’

She bends down to fuss her dog and her dad turns, arms covered in suds up to the elbows.

‘You’re back,’ he says. ‘Do you still want to go?’

She nods. ‘If that’s okay?’

‘Of course.’ He starts drying his hands, then shouts to Olivia. She grunts and gives a thumbs up.

‘I’ll drive,’ he says, and she follows him out to the car. Just like old times.

He doesn’t ask for directions; he knows where he’s going, heading towards the coast road, away from Newcastle.

‘Have you been there before?’ Lucy asks.

‘Once or twice,’ he replies but Lucy doesn’t follow up.

After about half an hour, they stop in a gravel car park on the south side of a huge cemetery. Graves are lined up as far as the eye can see, and they walk away from the car in silence, Lucy pulling her coat tightly around her. Broken-down stones make way for the new, where bright bursts of colour abound as sunflowers and dahlias stand out against the bright green grass. Some even have cuddly toys, letters and cards, weighed down by rocks to keep them in place.

Both Lucy and her father have forgotten to bring flowers.

Nina, Lucy’s mother, lies at the top end of the cemetery. It’s a simple stone, square with rounded edges, with a brief inscription.


Nina Jane Holmes

April 1956 – November 2003

Much loved, never forgotten



Lucy crouches next to the gravestone, running her fingers over the inscribed letters. Visiting her mother’s grave doesn’t bring emotion like she expected – she’s not about to break down in tears. She just feels numb. She never knew her mother, but she’s always missed the concept of her. A female presence, to talk about sex, empathise over period pains and broken hearts. Her father did his best, but she sensed his embarrassment and never pushed. Never asked the awkward questions. She will now.

‘Clara told me,’ Lucy says. She points to the date on the gravestone. ‘Mum died in 2003, not in 1990 as you let me believe. My whole life, Dad.’ She had resolved to be calm but she can’t help the bitterness creeping into her voice.

‘Oh.’ He breathes the word, a mass of disappointment and regret in that one syllable. ‘It’s hard to explain.’

‘Try.’

He looks at her for a moment, then nods slowly, gesturing to a bench on the side of the path. They walk over in silence, hands pushed into coat pockets, Lucy trying hard to swallow the anger.

They sit down, side by side. Graham shrugs the rucksack off his back and takes out a thermos and two small tin mugs, offering one to Lucy. She takes it with a nod and he pours them coffee, the milk already added. They used to do this when she was young. Hot chocolate then, on the beach. The best treat after a cold walk along the coast; a Sunday routine, for a long time.

Graham replaces the lid and puts the thermos gently on the ground. He cups his hands around the mug.

‘Your mother was schizophrenic,’ he begins. ‘But I’m guessing Clara told you that too?’ Lucy nods. ‘Nina didn’t like taking her meds and I understood why, I did. But you can’t parent a young child when you’re obsessed about who shot JFK or whether the moon landing was staged. That’s how it started. Conspiracy theory of the week – she’d get obsessed. Then angry at me when I didn’t share her interest.’

He glances across at Lucy, gauging her response. Lucy stays silent. Wanting, wishing, to understand.

‘And then it got worse. Theories about the government, that they were trying to control us. Additives in the water, poison in the food. She’d go through phases of starving herself, then cooking everything from scratch. She wanted to grow her own veg, until she thought there was poison in the soil. Then she stopped trusting me.’

‘That sounds incredibly hard.’

‘It was. Especially with a young child.’ He pauses. ‘And I was worried for you, too.’

‘Me? In what way?’

‘When it got really bad, she claimed you weren’t her daughter. That I had swapped you for a different baby. That’s when I had to admit her. To the psychiatric hospital. I was worried she was going to hurt you.’

He stops, sipping at his coffee and gazing into space.

‘When she came out, she was her normal self again. Loving. Kind. And she adored you. They’d convinced her to take her pills, but that didn’t last long. She’d stop and the delusions would return. And then she left.’

‘Clara said you tried to get her to come home.’

‘Oh, I did. But she didn’t want to be with me. She was scared of the hospital. Of me putting her back in there. But I’d visit. Take you to see her at Clara’s. Until she left there too. And nobody knew where she’d gone.’

‘Clara knew.’

Graham shook his head. ‘Not always. There were postcards. And then…’ He looks at Lucy. ‘You have to understand that everything I did was in your best interests, Lucy. I never wanted to hurt you.’

Lucy nods, a lump in her throat, her voice choked. ‘You told me she was dead. What possible justification could you have for letting me believe that? I was three when she left, eighteen when she died. That’s fifteen years when I could have got to know my mother.’

‘She left, Lucy. She left us.’

‘And in that time she never contacted you? Asked to see me?’ Graham stays quiet. ‘That’s what I thought. I should have had the choice. I could have gone to her funeral. Said goodbye.’ She angrily wipes a tear from her cheek. ‘Did you know about Tansy?’

‘That’s her name? Your half-sister?’ Lucy nods. ‘I knew Nina was pregnant and she’d had a baby. Clara tried to talk to me about it but I didn’t want to know. It was… It hurt too much. In my heart I knew there were other men, but a baby – well. That confirmed it. That’s when I gave up on our marriage.’

‘We moved down south when I was six. You’d given up on it long before that.’

‘I had my reasons.’

‘What? What possible justification could you have for keeping all of this from me?’ Graham shakes his head, resigned. ‘Was it because you met Olivia?’

‘No, not at all. I didn’t meet Olivia until well after that. You must have been twenty-two, twenty-three?’

‘I was twenty-one when you first mentioned her. I’d just finished university.’

‘Okay, yes. And you should know that Dominic was an accident. There was no way either of us even considered children. I mean, I was forty-eight when we met, Olivia was thirty-five. Olivia was forty-six when she had Tim. Not a great age to have babies.’

‘Could you have taken Tansy?’

Graham runs his hands down his face. ‘You must think I’m awful,’ he directs to the floor. ‘And you’d be right. I couldn’t even look at her at the funeral.’

‘You met her?’ Lucy exclaims in astonishment.

‘Briefly. But Clara said she’d take her, so I agreed. If Clara hadn’t…’ He pauses. ‘I’d like to think I’d have taken her, then, but I don’t know. I’m not that good a man. I should have told you. I’m sorry.’

They both stop and look out over the graveyard. It’s peaceful – the few visitors are respectful and quiet, murmuring words to the stones before moving away. Lucy wonders if she would visit her mother’s grave again. What would she gain?

‘I could have met her,’ Lucy says. ‘I could have got to know her. But now…’ She can’t say any more, choked by her disappointment. ‘I wish I remembered her. You should have given me that opportunity.’

‘I did my best. When you have children yourself, you’ll see.’

‘Maybe I don’t want kids,’ Lucy snaps.

‘You’re not too old—’

‘Maybe I don’t want them because I have no idea how to be a mother. Nobody showed me how. Have you considered that?’

‘You wouldn’t want to be like her.’

‘No? People loved Nina. You?’

‘I did, but Lucy.’ His tone of voice has changed. Sharper, but also patronising. As if she were a child again. How easy it is to regress into their old roles – father and daughter. ‘You have to understand that your mother was ill. She wasn’t easy to be around. Her delusions – whatever they were that day – she believed them totally. And she heard voices. The television talking to her, the radio. Telling her these awful, unpleasant things. That the government were after her. That I was trying to kill her. She came at me once with a knife. You were a year old and she stood in the middle of the kitchen, waving a bread knife. Shouting and screaming.’

‘So you locked her away. No wonder she ran from you.’

As soon as the words are out of her mouth, Lucy regrets them. But the bitterness, the anger… It churns in her stomach like a poison. And there’s no doubt they’ve hit home. Her father throws the last of the coffee out of his mug and replaces it in the rucksack. His hands are shaking as he snatches hers away and does the same.

‘What’s done is done, Lucy. Raking over the past won’t change anything.’

‘But that’s just it, isn’t it? My mother is dead. I will never meet her, get to know her. And that’s your fault.’

And with that, her father stands up, shrugging the rucksack on and marching away from the bench. After a moment, he looks back.

‘Are you coming?’ he barks.

‘I’ll find my own way home.’

‘Suit yourself.’ And he starts to walk away. ‘You’re more like your mother than you know, Lucy. All you’ve got to do is look in the mirror.’
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Jack doesn’t want to be here. He’s not seen his parents for nearly ten years and he likes it that way. Berwick to Southampton is a long drive, one his parents don’t ever do, and their habit of spending Christmases on a Caribbean cruise absolves him from that guilt. But he’s here. He can’t ignore them forever.

Another person he can’t ignore tonight – even though he’s been trying – is Lucy. She arrived back from visiting her mother’s grave quiet, but transformed, wearing a navy dress. Figure-hugging, low neckline. He’s driving, but every now and again he can’t help but glance sideways at her. Jack’s never seen her look so beautiful. He’s so used to her all-black uniform, or scruffy sweatshirt and jeans, that when she arrived at the Newcastle nick to meet him, it was like she was a different person.

‘How did it go?’ he asked when she arrived.

She screwed her face up. ‘Fucking awful,’ she said, and he could see the misery etched across her features. ‘I behaved like an absolute child. Completely overreacted – but not without cause,’ she adds quickly. ‘He shouldn’t have lied to me – my entire life!’ She huffs a grunt of frustration. ‘Sorry I’ve been so long. I had to get a bus back.’

‘He left you there?’

‘I told him to. Said I’d find my own way.’

Jack chuckled gently. ‘You’re your own worst enemy. You know that, Halliday?’

‘I’m more than aware, thank you.’

He dropped the subject at that point, and they’ve been silent ever since. But it’s an hour and a half to drive to the small town of Berwick-upon-Tweed, so he won’t let her dwell forever.

‘We still don’t have the murder weapon for Lauren,’ he comments, opting to distract her with talk of the case.

Lucy breaks away from staring out of the window. ‘The sharp thing or the blunt thing?’

‘Neither. Would you and Moss be able to have another look when we get back? Both would have been covered in blood.’

‘Sure, assuming the skipper doesn’t have other plans for me. Pete said the whole team’s been rushed off their feet.’

‘Whatever you can do. They might not be there. They might have been disposed of somewhere else.’ Jack sighs. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ He can’t think properly, his guts turning over at the thought of seeing his parents. ‘This is going to be awful,’ he says, glancing across to Lucy. ‘I can only apologise in advance.’

‘It’s fine,’ she replies with a smile. ‘Someone else’s dysfunctional family will be a nice distraction after the mess I’ve made of my own.’

‘Still nothing from your dad?’

‘No, I’ll give him tonight to calm down. Then maybe I’ll apologise tomorrow.’

‘Maybe?’

‘Okay, fine, I will. Oh, this is lovely.’

Lucy’s peering out of the window, taking in the sights of Berwick. It’s a nice place, with pinkish-grey brickwork, and the majestic sandstone arches of the Old Bridge, but Jack always associates it with the aching dread he gets when he visits. If only his parents could have chosen a less picturesque place to live, more fitting to his emotions. Still, choosing the most northerly town before you hit Scotland sends enough of a message.

His parents live a little way out of the town centre, in a grade II listed maltings house looking out over the estuary and the pier. The sun is setting, soaking the sky with orange and red.

Lucy takes a deep breath once she gets out of the car. ‘It’s beautiful here.’

‘It is,’ Jack agrees, seeing it through her eyes. Maybe his parents came here for the gorgeous views, rather than to avoid him. Maybe not. ‘Come on, let’s get this over with,’ he says.

‘They can’t be that bad,’ Lucy counters as she joins him, and together they walk towards the front door.

Jack taps twice with the shiny brass knocker, and after a moment, the door is opened by his father.

Jack got his dad’s height. Roger Ellis stands in front of him, his grey hair neatly combed, wearing a navy jumper over a light blue shirt, and dark trousers. A pair of tweed slippers complete the outfit. He holds out his hand and Jack shakes it. There’s no hug – his dad’s never been affectionate, and that’s not about to change now.

‘Jack,’ he says.

‘Dad. Thank you for inviting us this evening.’

‘It’s lovely to have you. At last,’ he adds, pointedly. He turns to Lucy. ‘And who’s this?’

Lucy smiles, turning on the charm. ‘I’m Lucy. I—’

‘We were overjoyed to hear you had a new girlfriend, Jack. Sophie was nice but she wasn’t…’

Jack waits, interested to see how obvious his father will be.

‘Suitable,’ his dad concludes.

‘Sophie’s wonderful,’ Lucy says, slightly too enthusiastically. ‘I’m not Jack’s girlfriend. We work together.’

‘Oh! Oh.’ His father takes a step back, as if Lucy is infectious. ‘You’re in the police too?’

‘I’m in the dog unit.’

Roger looks over her shoulder, nervously. ‘You haven’t brought—’

‘No, don’t worry. The huge scary German shepherd is at home.’

They’re still standing on the doorstep, and Roger ushers them in, taking their coats, telling them to take their shoes off. They stand in their socks in the hallway as Roger asks them to wait.

‘He’s probably telling Mum that you’re not my girlfriend and that Sophie is still in the picture,’ Jack whispers.

‘What have they got against her?’ Lucy replies and Jack gives her a look. ‘Surely not?’ she says, and he shrugs.

His mum appears, wiping her hands on her apron as she applies a powdery kiss to Jack’s cheek. ‘You look thin, Jack,’ she says, then turns her attention to Lucy. ‘But you’re just right.’ Lucy raises an eyebrow.

‘Lovely to meet you, Mrs Ellis,’ she says.

‘Oh, Mrs Kent, now,’ she replies and Jack reels. They changed their surname when Jack was eleven, in the wake of Theo’s disappearance. A way to avoid the persecution from the press, who were falling over themselves to name Jack as the prime suspect in the investigation, even though he was never arrested, never charged.

‘You went back to our old name?’ he says.

‘Yes, yes. Once it all came out in the press again, it seemed silly to stick with Ellis. The press weren’t chasing us anymore. We had no reason to keep it.’

‘Except it’s my name.’

‘You can change it too,’ she says, dismissively. ‘Come on through. Dinner’s nearly ready.’ She glances back at Lucy. ‘You’re not a vegetarian too, are you?’

‘No, just Jack.’

‘I know. Silly boy,’ she says, as if Jack’s ten and this is an impulsive whim.

And he feels it, too. He declines the wine when it’s offered, ending up with the only other option, a glass of water. But that’s fine. It’s fine, he thinks. He’s a grown man; he shouldn’t react to his parents’ microaggressions as if he were an impulsive teenager. None of this matters, not really.

So his parents hadn’t told him they’d changed their names back. So they don’t like Sophie because she’s mixed-race. So his mother hasn’t bothered to cater for him, serving beef bourguignon and assuming that Jack can eat the potato and the veg instead. So what?

‘I can grate some cheese?’ his mother replies when Jack enquires, and he says, ‘No, I can get it,’ standing up from the table and going across to the fridge, taking two deep breaths as the cool air soothes the mounting pressure.

They eat. His dad talks about his golf handicap; his mother tells them gossip about people neither of them knows. And, judging by the stories, people Jack would never want to meet.

‘Are you married, Lucy?’ his mother asks, after twenty minutes of this.

‘No, but I have a boyfriend. He’s in the dog unit, too.’

‘How nice that you have something in common. Any children?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t you want them?’

‘Mum, you can’t ask Lucy something like that,’ Jack intervenes.

‘It’s fine,’ Lucy says to Jack, with a smile. ‘No, I’ve never wanted children. I’m happy with my dogs.’

‘But how will you get purpose in your life? Isn’t that incredibly selfish?’

Lucy blinks but locks the smile on her face. ‘My job gives me purpose. My friends give me purpose. And yes, maybe that is selfish but I’d rather that than have children I don’t want.’ She shrugs. ‘I’m not particularly maternal.’

‘You’ll feel different when they’re your children.’

‘Maybe. But that’s not a risk I’m prepared to take.’

‘And does your boyfriend know this?’

‘Yes, Pete’s aware. And he’s on the same page.’

‘So he says. But you mark my words – give that man twelve months and he’ll find another woman prepared to give him an heir.’

‘Mum!’ Jack says, astonished. ‘Don’t talk to Lucy like that.’

‘Don’t shout at your mother,’ his father snaps back. ‘And you’re as bad. Your mother is desperate for grandkids, and you’re what? Thirty-eight, thirty-nine?’

‘I’m forty-one.’

‘Time you settle down. Continue the family name.’

‘What name is that, Dad? Because last time I looked, I’m an Ellis.’

‘And whose fault is that?’

‘I was eleven!’

‘What did you expect? Hanging out with that boy?’

‘Jesus Christ!’

Jack can’t stand it anymore; he’s going to say something irretrievable, irreparable, and he gets up from the table, pushing his chair back with a thud as it hits the wall behind. He storms into the hallway, standing with his hands clenched into fists, staring at the floor. Why did he think this would be okay? There’s only one person he can rely on – himself. He will always be alone.

When he was a child, he’d go up to his bedroom. Stomp around, making his annoyance clear. Waiting for his mum or his dad to come up, say soft words to him as they do in the movies, as the red-and-black furies whirled in his head. But they never came. And now, it’s Lucy who stands next to him, who rests her hand gently on his arm.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I didn’t believe you, and I’m sorry.’

He’s still too angry to reply, his teeth gritting so hard that his jaw aches.

‘We can leave,’ Lucy continues.

‘We can’t just walk out. They’re my parents.’

‘So what? In the space of half an hour they’ve been racist, rude about your girlfriend, dismissive of your beliefs, and now blamed you for the circumstances surrounding your best friend’s murder.’

‘And been rude to you.’

‘Ah, I’m a big girl. I’ve heard worse. But I mean it – you wouldn’t take that shit from anyone, let alone the people who are supposed to love and cherish you the most. You want to leave, we’ll leave.’

Jack feels a weight lifting. Lucy’s right – he doesn’t have to put up with this. He’s an adult now, he makes his own decisions. He reaches up and takes Lucy’s coat from the hook, passing it to her wordlessly. She smiles and puts it on as they push their feet into their shoes. It is as simple as this, Jack thinks as he pulls the door open to the cold coastal air. No arguments, no recriminations. Just walk away.

Lucy follows him as they close the door behind them with a quiet click, walking fast, almost running, back to the car. They throw themselves in and Jack starts the engine, driving fast until he can no longer see the house in his rear-view mirror. Then, hands shaking, he pulls the car over to the side of the street.

‘Fuck!’ he shouts, and it echoes in the tin can of the car. ‘Fuck.’ He’s not sure if he’s angry or exhilarated, probably a mixture of the two. He looks over at Lucy. ‘I’m sorry I put you through that.’

‘I’m fine. It was half an hour – you had an entire lifetime.’

‘It’s why I’m the sane and well-adjusted man you see before you,’ he says with a half-smile.

‘But seriously, how did you cope?’

‘Theo,’ Jack says. ‘His mum and his family. And I honestly don’t think they’ve always been like that. They’ve got worse as they’ve got older. Too much daytime TV and buddies on the golf course. The Daily Mail and Facebook.’ He looks at Lucy. ‘I’ll drop you at your dad’s house. I’m sorry. What a waste of your evening.’

He can feel Lucy staring at him. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Go back to the hotel. Go to bed.’

‘Don’t be daft. I’m starving. Let’s go out for dinner.’

‘No, I… I’m tired.’

All Jack wants to do is go to his bland hotel room, pull the covers over his head and go to sleep. By himself, where he can’t inflict his awful mood on anyone or be an inconvenience, like he has to poor Lucy tonight.

‘That’s bollocks, Jack, and you know it. So your parents are arseholes, so what?’ Jack looks at Lucy with surprise. ‘Excuse the language, but they are, and you don’t deserve to be treated like that.’

‘It’s—’

‘It’s not okay. I’m going to look after you tonight. First off, I want a massive plate of fish and chips. And I’m not prepared to eat alone. Okay?’

‘Okay,’ Jack replies, a hint of a smile finding its way back to his face.

‘And then you know what sane and well-adjusted people do in these circumstances?’

He looks at her, his eyebrow raised.

‘We get drunk,’ Lucy finishes with a grin. ‘Well and truly wasted.’
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

They head back into Newcastle and leave the car at Jack’s hotel, walking quickly into the centre of town. Lucy’s been peeking glances at Jack as he drives, and apart from a slight pink tinge to his cheeks, you wouldn’t know he’d just walked out on his parents. Lucy envies his unflappability but also worries about all those suppressed emotions. Without a good screaming fit, where do they go? Perhaps a dose of hard spirits is the release he needs.

The argument with her father still rings in her ears, his dismissal of her making her throat close, her eyes threaten with annoying tears. She accepts that life was difficult for her father, but her mother had left – why had he felt it necessary to move to the other end of the country and tell her she’d died? She’d believed his remorse, but she feels he’s holding something back. And she doesn’t like it.

She looks forward to a distraction – food and alcohol, and Jack. They pick the first pub that looks lively and grab a table close to the front. Outside, the air has turned cold, and condensation forms on the windows, creating a protective cocoon.

True to her word, Lucy orders fish and chips while Jack goes for a veggie lasagne.

‘I’ll say one thing about your mother,’ Lucy says, sipping her glass of white. ‘She can definitely cook. That beef bourguignon was something else.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Jack says again. He’s been repeating it on loop for the last hour.

Lucy places her hand on his. ‘Honestly, it’s fine. I’m glad I was there, so I could drag you out.’ She pauses. ‘Have they called?’

‘No, and they won’t. They’ll put it down to my defective personality, or blame Theo. Even dead and murdered, they think he’s responsible for everything that’s wrong with me.’ He sighs then runs his hands down his face. ‘Maybe they’re right. Not that it’s Theo’s fault,’ he adds quickly. ‘That there’s something wrong with me. Forty-one and I can’t hold down a mature, adult relationship.’

‘But you and Sophie are fine…’ Lucy pauses, studying his face. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘Honestly? I think it’s over between me and Sophie. Again,’ he says with a grimace. ‘She wants kids. I don’t. It’s not fair to keep her hanging on with the hope I’ll change my mind.’ He snorts, a brief exclamation of laughter. ‘No, she’s too smart to do that. We had an argument before I left. She pretty much ended it, there and then.’

‘She did?’

‘She said I needed to take some time to think. If that doesn’t sound like a break-up I don’t know what is. She deserves better.’

‘I’m sorry, Jack.’

‘Now you’re the one apologising.’

‘But why don’t you want kids? I’m not turning into your parents, I promise,’ she adds quickly. ‘I’m just interested.’

Jack screws up his face. ‘It’s hard to explain – it feels like the part that other people have, the hormones that kick in in your thirties, that makes you want children? It’s not there for me. I have a theory.’

He half-looks at her, tentatively seeing how Lucy will react.

‘Go on?’ she says.

‘I saw what happened to Theo’s family, when he disappeared. How it destroyed them. How it destroyed me. And I think that subconsciously, I shut down. I couldn’t cope if I had a child and it happened again. How do you recover from that?’

‘I think Theo’s mum would probably argue that the time she had with Theo was worth the heartache after, and the probability of that happening to any child is luckily remote. But I get your point,’ she adds. ‘As long as you’re not closing yourself off to something that could potentially make you happy.’

‘No,’ he says, defiantly. ‘I don’t want it.’

‘Fair enough. I don’t know why I’m arguing, I don’t want them either.’

‘But nor does Pete, so that’s okay.’

Lucy winces. ‘I lied to your parents earlier. We’ve never actually had the conversation. And I get the feeling it’s something he wants.’

‘How come?’

‘You should have seen what he was like with Fran’s kids. Such a natural. And that shine in his eyes after. It was obvious.’

‘Ah.’

‘Indeed. And I definitely don’t see myself with kids. I like my life, with my dogs and my job and my friends. Even if it wasn’t for the fact I’m probably too old anyway—’

‘Late thirties isn’t too old. Look at Olivia.’

Lucy waves it away. ‘I don’t want it. What sort of mother would I be? I had no example, growing up. Some days I can barely look after myself. I’d lose the poor sod in the first six months – leave it outside Waitrose or something.’

‘You’re doing yourself a disservice. You’d be a fabulous mum. But I get it. Why should we all have to have children? Why can’t our lives be different, if that’s what we want?’ He glances towards his empty pint, then to the bar. ‘Blimey, this has all got a bit deep. I thought you promised me hard spirits?’

She smiles. ‘If you’re sure?’

‘This is your one and only chance, Lucy. Better take it before I change my mind.’

She doesn’t need to be told twice. This is a side to Jack she hasn’t seen before. This rebellion. She makes her way over to the bar, and while she waits, she can’t help thinking of Pete. She hasn’t heard from him tonight and in a way she’s relieved. She needs a bit of space – time to reconcile herself to the fact that one day soon it’s going to be over between them. However good their relationship is now, she’s going to have to face the conversation sooner or later. Pete will be broody, and she can’t deny him that; he’d be such a good father. So they’ll split up. Best to start getting her head around it tonight.

‘What’ll it be?’ the barman asks.

She scans the rack of optics behind him and decides to make the most of Jack’s new mischievous ways. She returns from the bar with four shots of tequila balanced in one hand, salt and lemon in the other. She plonks them down on the table.

‘Get that down your neck,’ she says.

‘You weren’t kidding,’ he replies, but he doesn’t protest, just grabs a shot and throws it back, wincing as he swallows.

‘You’re not doing it right. I thought you said you were a drinker at university?’

‘I was. But back then my priority was getting drunk as quickly as possible. I didn’t have time for niceties.’

‘Young drunk Jack. If only I’d been there to see it,’ she says, wistfully, then does her shot in the correct order. Salt, tequila, lemon.

‘And on an empty stomach, too,’ Lucy mutters once she comes up for air, watching as Jack smoothly downs his second.

Lucy can already feel the alcohol going to her head, and is thankful when dinner arrives, shovelling in the crispy battered cod like a caveman who hasn’t eaten in months. They don’t talk while they eat, both starving, and dinner done, she sits back in her seat, resting the base of her glass of wine on her satisfied tummy. She watches Jack as he precisely places his knife and fork together on the plate. The old Jack isn’t so far away, after all.

‘Better?’ she asks.

‘Better. How are you doing? In all the dysfunctional family drama of the Ellis household—’

‘Kent?’ she interrupts with a grin.

‘Fuck, yes. Kent-slash-Ellis – I don’t even have the same surname as my parents now, how fucked-up is that?’

‘Those tequilas must have done the trick – you’re swearing like a trooper.’

‘It’s therapeutic, I can see why you do it.’ Jack pauses, his face suddenly stern. ‘Listen, Lucy.’ After the lightness before, this doesn’t bode well. ‘This afternoon, I couldn’t help thinking about your sister. About Tansy.’

‘Right…’ Lucy replies, curious as to where this is going.

‘And I had a look on the PNC.’

‘Jack! That’s unlike you.’

‘What? Snooping around your personal shit behind your back? I’d say that’s exactly my thing nowadays.’ He gives her a small smile. Tentative, as if he’s not sure how she’s going to react.

She stares at him, confused. The PNC is the nationwide database, holding criminal records, convictions and anything else that might be of interest to your everyday copper. You’re not supposed to search for personal reasons, so Jack’s uncharacteristically breaking the rules. Lucy wonders why.

‘And? Go on, then?’

‘Tansy Holmes, born the second of February 1995.’ He reaches into his coat and pulls out a page of lined A4 paper. It has a few notes written on it in Jack’s neat handwriting. ‘She’s not great at keeping out of trouble. Caution in 2009 for drunk and disorderly; she was arrested for breaking and entering in 2011 but released without charge. And then in June last year, she allegedly attacked a man – put him in hospital.’

‘Allegedly? What happened to the case?’

‘Nothing. There’s a wanted marker on the PNC. GBH. They haven’t been able to find her. No known address.’

Lucy turns the empty shot glass around in her hand. ‘What do we do with that, then?’ she says. ‘I have a sister, but it sounds like she’s bad news. Even if I wanted to find her, I can’t.’

‘I’m sorry, Lucy. I shouldn’t have looked.’

‘No, you were right to. I would have done it myself eventually and probably got into trouble. Best I try and make sense of this sorry mess as quickly as possible.’

‘As long as you’re okay.’ Jack points to the bar. ‘My round.’

Vodka follows the tequila. Then double gin and tonics, until Lucy is feeling nicely chilled. Jack must be mildly sozzled: he’s leaning at an angle, his tie discarded, the top button on his shirt undone.

A woman approaches them, glancing back to her table where all eyes are watching.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ she says in a thick Geordie accent. She’s wearing a skirt that only just covers the necessary, and a low-cut top. Lucy watches with amusement as Jack blinks at her breasts. Drunk-Jack is entertaining. ‘My friends and I have a bet,’ she continues. ‘They think you two are a couple, but my money’s on first date. Settle it for us.’

Jack squints at her. ‘Neither!’ he says gleefully.

‘We’re friends. We work together,’ Lucy clarifies.

‘No way,’ another woman squeals from the table. ‘You’re not just workmates. Too much chemistry.’

‘Honestly,’ Lucy says with a laugh. ‘He’d never go out with me. I’m much too messy.’

‘Messy!’ the woman says. ‘Look at yers. Beautiful.’

‘And I have dogs. He hates dogs.’

‘I don’t hate them anymore.’

‘Progress,’ Lucy says sarcastically.

‘Besides, I have a stick up my arse,’ Jack slurs. ‘Apparently.’

‘I never said that.’

‘You definitely did. And I’m too tall.’

‘You’re too tall for everyone. Six foot four is excessive.’

‘I’m six two.’

‘So much better.’

‘Chemistry!’ the woman shouts again, then thankfully returns to her table to jeers and money changing hands.

Lucy turns her attention back to Jack.

‘I would, you know,’ he says, pulling himself to his feet with a slight sway. ‘Go out with you.’

‘You would not. I’d drive you nuts. All my mess and dog hair.’

‘You’re beautiful. Smart. Independent. I’d be stupid not to.’ He points a finger at her then wobbles off in the direction of the bathroom.

She watches him go, frowning, then catches the eye of the woman on the next table.

‘If I were you,’ the woman says, ‘I’d get a hold of that before someone else does. He’s hot.’

‘Is he?’ Lucy says, squinting at Jack’s departing back.

And all the girls on the table say, ‘Yeah…’, their eyes following Jack as he disappears out of sight.

While Jack’s gone, Lucy finishes her latest vodka-tonic and goes to the bar to get another round of drinks. She’s never thought of Jack in that way, for the reasons that he articulated so clearly. He’s buttoned-up, a neat freak. While she – and her dogs – just aren’t. But he’s changed a lot since those first few tentative days of their friendship. He’s more open with his emotions, with her at least, and she cares deeply about him. During the last six months when they weren’t talking, she missed him. She’d come to rely on him, and being without him felt like a limb was missing.

Before she can order, he’s back at her side. Half-leaning on the bar, half his weight on her. He smells of beer, but also something nice. The remnants of an aftershave.

He always smells good, she thinks, mentally adding it to her list of Good Things About Jack.

‘Can we go home?’ he says. ‘I’m really drunk, Luce.’

Lucy settles up their tab. ‘Yes, sure,’ she says, accepting the loose arm around her shoulders, grabbing their stuff and walking out.

One more drink and something stupid might have happened, Lucy thinks, sticking her tongue out at the table of giggling women as they depart. And fuck knows, nobody wants that.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

There’s a reason Jack rarely drinks to excess. This, he thinks, as he staggers down Clayton Street towards his hotel. This is why. He can’t hold his alcohol, never has, and the matter has only got worse over time. He’s a lightweight, barely standing, while Lucy seems far too composed.

They walk slowly together, his arm slung around her shoulders. Is she holding him up? Surely not, she’s five foot something while he’s six two. But she’s fit and strong from her job with the dogs, while he’s office-flabby. He needs to go to the gym.

‘I can’t imagine you in a gym,’ Lucy says.

‘What?’

‘You said you’re going to start going to the gym.’

‘I said that out loud?’

She laughs. ‘You did. And I don’t think you’re “office-flabby”, whatever that is. Here we are.’

The glass doors don’t move, until Jack realises his error and takes his key card out of his pocket. He waves it over the sensor and they’re in.

‘Can you get up to your room okay?’

‘You’re not leaving, are you? How are you going to get back?’

‘I’ll get a taxi. Can’t exactly call my dad to come and pick me up. Not after today.’

‘And he’s got young kids, poor sod. Let him sleep.’ Jack tries to focus on his watch. Fails. ‘It’s past midnight,’ he says, catching a glimpse of the huge clock above the reception desk. ‘Stay in my room. There’s a sofa,’ he adds quickly.

Lucy pauses, and Jack’s reminded of the last time he offered her a bed for the night. They’d only just met, and he had meant the spare room, but she’d reacted like he’d proposed an orgy. Surely they’re past that awkwardness, aren’t they? He’s too drunk to know anything for sure.

She smiles, a fairly strong indicator he hasn’t offended her again. ‘Yes, that’s probably a good idea,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘But only if you don’t snore.’

‘Silent as a church mouse, I promise.’

They walk together to the lift. Then she holds up one finger.

‘Wait a sec,’ she says and dashes off. The hotel bar is open and he watches as she talks to the barman, hands over a card, and comes back with two glasses of dark liquid. ‘Nightcap,’ she says. ‘Scotland’s finest.’

‘Lucy, I’m already fucked. How are you sober?’

‘I’m wasted. I hide it well.’

They take the lift to the second floor; Jack leads the way down the silent corridor, Do Not Disturb signs on every door.

‘Shhhhhh,’ Lucy says, with a giggle that echoes in the confined space.

‘Shush,’ Jack whispers, but only succeeds in making her laugh louder as they stumble down the corridor.

Miraculously, he gets the key card in the lock first go and they tumble into the bedroom. Lucy beelines for the toilet, while Jack sees the bed and face-plants onto the duvet. He lies there for a moment, star-fished, listening to Lucy pee with the door open as the room rotates around him. It starts to make him nauseous, so he sits up, resting back on the pillows and turning the television on, looking for something, anything, to distract him.

Lucy returns, kicking her boots off and getting on the bed next to him. He chooses an action film he’s seen a thousand times and she hands him the glass of whisky.

Jack sips it slowly. After the bitter tequila and cheap gin, the whisky is a balm for his throat.

‘Cheers,’ Lucy says, holding out her glass. ‘Here’s to dysfunctional families.’

He chinks his tumbler against hers, meeting her gaze. ‘We should be proud of ourselves for turning into the normal and well-adjusted people we are.’

‘Pah. Normal’s boring. Who wants normal?’ She necks the whisky and puts the glass down. Laughing, he does the same as she pulls her hair out of its usual tight plait, running her fingers through the waves and letting it fall over her shoulders.

‘Why don’t you wear your hair down more?’ he says. He wants to touch it, see if it’s as soft as it seems.

‘Because it looks like a bird’s nest. And it’s not practical for work. Why don’t you wear something other than suits?’

‘Because I have no idea what to wear otherwise,’ he says, immediately chastising himself for his honesty.

She sits up, appraising him.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean… suit and tie, it’s safe. I know what I’m doing there. But jeans and jumpers and T-shirts…’ He feels his face turning red. ‘I don’t have a clue.’

‘You’d look good in anything.’ He shrugs, feeling pathetic. ‘I’ll take you shopping,’ she continues. ‘Just name the time.’

‘Okay,’ he says, instantly feeling better. And they grin at each other, neither paying any attention to the explosions and gunshots on the screen.

Later, Jack’s not sure who made the first move. He notices her pause, adjusting her posture. Ends up moving closer to him. And something in his brain overrides logical sensible thought. All he can think is how much he likes her, how pretty she looks, in her navy-blue dress, her hair all wild and tousled around her face. And he leans forward and presses his mouth against hers. At first, that’s all it is, light contact, but she responds, pushing even closer to him. She tastes of whisky. He likes the way her fingers creep along the nape of his neck and he winds his hand into her hair, kissing her deeper. A light touch of her tongue, her body half on top of his; he feels electric, charged in a way he hasn’t felt for a long time.

But closing his eyes is a bad idea, and his head starts to swim. He pulls back quickly, sitting up straight.

‘You okay?’ Lucy asks, and she looks so adorable, her hair all ruffled, her lips pink, but it’s game over and he stumbles into the bathroom, managing to kick the door shut before the entire contents of his stomach make their way into the toilet.

It’s been a long time since he’s made himself sick with alcohol, but his body remembers the routine. Two chuck-ups, a few final retches and he’s done, kneeling in front of the bowl, spitting out the last remnants of bile and acid. He sits there until everything stabilises, then tentatively gets to his feet. He takes a few gulps of water from the tap then cleans his teeth. He doesn’t want to look at himself in the mirror… He knows he looks awful and shit! What did he just do? He kissed his closest friend. What must she be thinking right now? He pauses and listens but there’s no noise coming from the bedroom, just the gunfire and explosions from the TV. Has she left?

Tentatively, he opens the door. She’s still there, but now nothing more than a lump under the covers. Snoring. He picks up the remote, plunging the room into darkness, and takes his clothes off down to his boxers, pulling a T-shirt over his head and getting in next to her.

Within seconds, he’s asleep.
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DAY SIX – SUNDAY
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

When Lucy wakes, it’s daytime. She blinks myopically at the room – she hasn’t got a clue where she is. A hotel? She doesn’t dare move her head; the thumping and the churn in her stomach confirm the worst – she got very, very drunk last night.

She risks moving and rolls over, jumping when she sees the man in bed with her. She squints at the back of his head, at the short, dirty blond hair and – oh shit! – it all comes back in milliseconds.

She got drunk with Jack last night. This is his room. They kissed. They fucking kissed! She presses her fingers lightly against her lips. But did they do anything else? She’s fully clothed – tights and dress and knickers – so unless she got dressed again after, it’s unlikely. That’s a relief. But they kissed. That’s not good. Not good at all.

She rests her thumping head on the pillow, forcing her mind back. That awful meal with Jack’s parents. The pub, after. Talking, laughing. Having a good time but drinking way too much. She looks over at Jack’s slumbering back. How odd. She’s never thought of him in that way before but the kiss, she remembers it now, it was incredible. The booze switched her mind off and her body responded. She would have done anything, done everything, had he not legged it to the bathroom. And now, what?

Next to her, Jack makes a noise somewhere between a groan and a howl. He rolls onto his back, looking at the ceiling, frowning, then catches sight of Lucy.

‘This is your fault,’ he says, screwing his eyes shut. ‘I’m dying.’

‘It’s just a hangover,’ Lucy replies with a smile.

‘Just? Just? I puked my guts up last night, and there was still enough alcohol left in my system to make me feel like this.’ He pauses, unable to meet her gaze. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you.’

‘Ah. That.’

‘You’re with Pete. I don’t know what I was thinking.’

Jack’s giving her an out. She’s not sure whether it’s deliberate, when that kiss was definitely two-way, but she nods. ‘You don’t need to apologise.’

‘I do, and I’m sorry. I don’t want anything to wreck our friendship. Please forgive me and we can never talk about it again.’

‘Deal.’

There’s another awkward pause, in which Lucy realises she desperately needs the bathroom and climbs out of bed, shutting the door and locking it behind her. As she pees – mildly embarrassed about Jack hearing her bodily functions – she reflects on last night. Had she meant for that to happen? Had her self-destructive streak known that if she got drunk with Jack, they were bound to get up to something? She’s lucky it had only gone so far… If they had done more, imagine the embarrassment this morning.

And Pete. Oh, fuck, what’s she going to say to Pete? Gorgeous, patient, wonderful Pete, who’s never put a foot wrong. For the first time, she’s in a healthy, good, adult relationship and she goes and does this?

She finishes and stands by the sink, washing her hands. She looks at her reflection in the mirror. Make-up streaked, eyes baggy and bloodshot, hair dancing at odd angles around her head. And she resolves not to tell him. What would be the point? It was a mistake, she was drunk, she has no intention to do it again, especially not with Jack. She wonders at her predilection for destruction. Were things going that little bit too well and she was looking for an out? No. As Jack said, she’d pencil it in as a one-off, and pretend it never happened. Besides, she doesn’t think of Jack in that way. Does she?

She comes out of the bathroom. Jack is facing away from her, T-shirt from last night off, preparing to put a shirt on, and she can’t help pausing for a moment, appreciating the curve of his back as it dips into his trousers, the muscles in his shoulders. Her cheeks flush. Who knew he was hiding all of that?

Lucy appraises him thoughtfully. She has a type, she realises, as he pulls his arms above his head, extending his fingers to the ceiling. Tall, lean men. Men who stretch out like long languid cats. Men like her boyfriend Pete. And Jack.

‘I don’t know about you,’ he says, distracting her, ‘but I need some sort of filthy breakfast. One that involves eggs and toast and large mugs of strong tea.’

‘And at least two different pork products.’

‘For you maybe. Come on.’



An hour later, some semblance of good health has been restored. Lucy’s downed enough coffee to get her heart racing, and eaten a hearty full English breakfast. Jack is on his second mug of tea and is now accepting defeat of his vegetarian version.

‘Never again,’ he tells her, sitting back and cupping the mug in both hands. ‘You’re a bad influence, Halliday.’

‘But don’t you feel the tiniest bit better? To have let off a bit of steam?’

‘I think it was too much steam,’ he replies, then places the mug down on the table. ‘I’ve got a murder to solve, after all.’ He rubs one hand down his stubble and grimaces.

‘The dishevelled look suits you,’ Lucy says.

‘Nobody wants this,’ he replies with a grin. ‘Right. Quick shower, interview this woman at the rape centre, catch up with DI Vaughn, then we get on the road. Deal?’

‘Deal. As long as I can have a shower in your room?’ She gestures to her bag. ‘I’ve got enough make-up in this to make myself look decent.’

‘Deal.’ Jack’s face turns sympathetic. ‘When are you going to see your dad?’

‘After. And I’ll apologise.’

‘Good. You should. His actions may not have been great, but he loves you. That much is clear.’

‘Do you think you’ll ever take your own advice?’

Jack huffs out a bitter laugh. ‘Your dad and my parents are two very different situations. You saw what they were like. They’re content in their own little bubble. I don’t fit with that.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay.’ He shrugs. ‘It is what it is. But thank you for coming with me last night. It’s nice that someone else saw it and can reassure me I’m not imagining the whole thing.’

‘You’re not. And you may have accepted it, but it doesn’t mean it’s not shit.’

‘Thanks, Lucy. You should apologise to your dad. But whatever happens, you’ll always have me. I know how awful you are, and I’m still here.’

Lucy grins. ‘Same to you. You know that, right?’

‘I do now.’

They smile at each other across the table, a look of mutual understanding, and Jack goes back to his tea. Lucy’s gaze rests on him a minute longer, resisting the urge to smooth down the fuzzy peak of hair at the side of his head, convincing herself that, no, nothing has changed between them.

Nothing at all.
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CHAPTER FORTY

Zoe Cartwright is young and pretty, with sleek brown hair and bright blue eyes. She smiles nervously when Jack and Lucy are introduced by Jane, taking a seat opposite them and folding her arms across her chest. She’s wearing a baggy sweatshirt and jogging bottoms. She watches them warily.

‘Zoe,’ Jane begins. ‘I’ve already explained to the detectives that you’re not here for a formal interview. You just want to help.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, looking at Lucy apologetically. ‘I don’t want this to go any further.’

‘And that’s fine,’ Lucy replies, meeting her gaze. ‘We won’t take notes. We just want to hear what happened.’

She nods, slowly. ‘I’m not sure I can be much help. I don’t really know. I’d been drinking, but not that much, not enough to make me feel so shit. I know what a hangover feels like and that wasn’t it. There was this black hole, where the evening had been. I remember being with my friends, dancing, chatting. And that’s where it ends. I can’t remember how I got home – I think I was in a taxi – and I don’t know what happened.’ She looks down to her lap, hunching her shoulders. ‘But something definitely did,’ she whispers.

‘What do you think happened, Zoe?’ Lucy asks gently.

She sniffs, and a tear runs down her nose. ‘I think a man took me back to a hotel. And I think he had sex with me. I was sore in the morning, down there.’ Her cheeks flush but she continues, ‘I had bruises all down my arms and on my… my breasts. And I remember being with a man – snippets, though, nothing concrete. They’ve been wonderful here,’ she adds, smiling at Jane. ‘I was worried I might be pregnant, that he might have given me… something. But it looks like he used protection.’

‘Why do you think that?’

‘I remember a wrapper in the bathroom bin.’

‘But no used condom?’

‘No.’

‘And can you recall anything about the hotel?’

‘No, sorry. I woke up at home, in my own bed.’

Lucy meets Jack’s gaze. Someone organised enough to drug women and take them to a hotel; smart enough to know to take the condom away after. A dangerous combination.

‘But you know the other weird thing? I was wearing nail varnish that night. And in the morning, I noticed it had been removed from one finger.’

Jack leans forward. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘See here?’ Zoe takes out her phone. ‘I couldn’t bear looking at it, but I took a photo. He removed it from my left ring finger.’

She holds out the phone, shows them the photo. Lucy takes it and peers closer, unable to suppress the shiver that runs down her spine.

‘Could you send us this?’ Lucy asks. Zoe nods. ‘And do you know what he drugged you with?’

‘No. By the time I came here, it would have been out of my system, Jane said.’

‘That’s fine. Could your friends help piece together what happened?’

‘A bit. They left the club about midnight. They said I wanted to stay and there were other friends I could hang out with. They don’t remember seeing me with a man, but I could have met him after that.’

‘Did the club have CCTV?’ Lucy asks.

‘This isn’t an investigation,’ Jane chips in, sternly. ‘We’re not looking for evidence.’

‘No, but it would help if we could get video of this man. Put together a picture of what’s going on.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Zoe says, crying again. ‘I just don’t know.’

Jane passes her a tissue box, then puts her hand gently on her arm. Zoe takes one and dabs at her eyes. ‘I feel so stupid.’

‘It’s not your fault, Zoe,’ Lucy says. ‘Do you remember anything about the man you met?’

‘It’s all so vague. If anything, I remember how I felt. Flattered. I remember thinking he was older, good-looking. And then later, I was scared, but I don’t remember why.’

Lucy has a feeling about this. That niggle she used to get at the beginning of an investigation, when pieces started to fall into place. She catches Jack’s eye, and he nods. He knows what she’s thinking.

‘Zoe,’ Lucy says. ‘If we show you a photo, would you be able to identify the man you were with?’

‘I can try.’

Jack holds out his phone, showing a photograph of a smart man in a suit. Older, charming. Zoe looks at it and immediately starts crying.

‘Oh my God,’ she says, her head in her hands, her shoulders shaking as she sobs. ‘I didn’t think I would, but that’s him. That’s the man.’

Jane leans forward, trying to see the photo. ‘Who is it?’ she asks Jack.

‘A man that’s been helping us with our enquiries,’ he replies. ‘Brett Thompson.’
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

‘This settles it,’ Jack says as they leave Zoe in Jane’s capable hands. ‘We need to arrest the bastard.’

‘But if Zoe won’t support, what evidence do you have?’ Lucy challenges.

She’s right, and Jack mulls it over as they walk towards Forth Street and the Newcastle police station. For a charge to stick, they need a video-recorded interview, early evidence kit, mobile data. Reports from GPs, clinics, school. Clothing. Interviews with anyone she told, ideally the first disclosure.

Jack needs somewhere he can think. Somewhere surrounded by police officers and detectives to get him in the right frame of mind. It’s a Sunday so Jack’s surprised to see DI Vaughn so cheerful when they arrive. He waves from his office, then comes out to meet them.

‘You must be Lucy Halliday,’ he says, shaking hands enthusiastically with Lucy. ‘I’ve heard so much about you. How did it go this morning?’

‘She identified Brett Thompson, but won’t go on record,’ Jack says.

‘Ah. How can I help?’

‘We need a quiet space and somewhere to sit,’ Jack says.

‘With close proximity to coffee,’ Lucy adds and Vaughn laughs.

‘Absolutely. We’re quiet today, so take the conference room, and the kitchen’s through there, help yourself. I would make one for you, but I’m expecting a call from the CPS. We’ve got a charging decision pending – a stabbing from Friday night – and I’m hopeful.’

‘Don’t let us disturb you. Do your thing.’

Jack leads the way into the conference room, Lucy making a beeline for the kitchen. As he unloads his laptop from his bag, Jack’s thoughts can’t help but go to Zoe. He can understand her cynicism. And if he’s being honest with himself, even if they did have her on record, without any evidence to support it, it probably wouldn’t be enough to charge. But they’ll get him, Jack resolves now. One way or another.

‘What I can’t work out,’ Lucy says, arriving with two mugs in her hand, kicking the door shut behind her, ‘is how this connects to Lauren Shaw?’ She places the mugs on the table and sits next to him. ‘Was she the victim of a sexual assault that went wrong? He tried to rape her, she fought back and he killed her?’

‘Maybe. But again, no evidence.’

He picks up his phone.

‘Who are you calling?’ Lucy asks. Jack shows her the screen. ‘Amrit? It’s Sunday. She’ll be at home, in bed with her dishy analyst if she’s got any sense.’

‘You’ll see,’ Jack says, and sure enough, when Amrit answers, she’s straight down to business.

‘How’s it going, boss?’

‘Are you in the office?’

‘Just arrived,’ she says, and Jack mouths, See? to Lucy, then puts Amrit on speaker.

‘Lucy’s here,’ he says, then outlines what they heard from Zoe, including the positive ID.

‘That bastard,’ Amrit spits. ‘But I’m not surprised. Will and Hugo went back to the house yesterday, searched the whole place from top to bottom. And this time Hugo found an external hard drive.’

‘Good boy, Hugo,’ Lucy says, while Jack leans forward in anticipation.

‘And?’

‘And we’re certain it belonged to Lauren. There’s a weird collection of stuff on there – videos, photographs, but also emails. From Lauren to another woman called Jazz, no surname. The email address doesn’t give us any clues. But they’re all about him. Brett Thompson.’

Jack looks at Lucy, his excitement mirrored in her eyes. ‘In what way?’ he asks.

‘I’m sending you the link now. We were going through them last night. See for yourself. I’ll wait.’

Jack puts the phone on the table, then clicks through the secure link to the police server where the videos and emails have been stored. He selects one at random.

The footage starts off black. But as Jack and Lucy watch, a light switches on and two people come into the room. A man and a woman, the man always facing away from the camera but Jack can make an educated guess that it’s Brett Thompson.

‘This woman here – this is Jazz?’ Jack asks, watching as the couple start kissing.

‘That’s what we’re trying to figure out, but we think so, yes. We’re trying to track her down now. She’s in all of the videos – three in total. Compromising positions…’

‘Very,’ Jack says, watching now as the man strips the woman naked then turns her around, bending her forward so he can take her from behind. ‘Do you ever see his face?’

‘No, never. He’s careful. But you can see everything of the woman, and I mean everything.’

Jack feels like he’s violating her all over again, and switches the video off.

‘Who do you think filmed them?’

‘They’re being analysed by Raj, but looking at the emails, it seems Brett Thompson filmed them without consent, then sent them to her.’

‘Why?’

‘Blackmail? The emails aren’t clear, but it looks like Jazz contacted Lauren out of the blue then discovered they had one thing in common – Brett Thompson. He met them both through the law firm, slept with them and videoed them.’

‘Did Lauren confront Brett and he killed her?’

‘That’s my theory,’ Amrit confirms. ‘And that’s not all. When I spoke to the Premier Inn yesterday, they were only too happy to help once I explained the situation. They looked up who was staying on Tuesday the thirteenth of May 2014 and there’s no record of Lauren Shaw. But Brett Thompson booked a room – and he did that a lot. Always under his own name, the arrogant bastard. Guess what the dates of the booked rooms align with?’

‘The dates on the videos?’

‘Got it in one. What are you going to do, boss?’

Jack’s blood boils. ‘I’m going to arrest the bastard.’



Vaughn’s own investigation is on hold while the CPS take their sweet time, so he’s only too happy to help. He gets on the phone immediately, arranging warrants, sending a team of happy coppers to Brett Thompson’s house to make the arrest.

Jack and Lucy wait impatiently. He paces the conference room until Lucy tells him to stop.

‘Go and make tea or something.’

Jack does as he’s told, bringing Lucy a coffee, then resumes his stressing. Why’s it taking so long? He can see Vaughn’s on the phone. Dammit, what’s going on? Jack’s placid mood from the day before has disappeared; he doesn’t like it when he’s not in charge.

At last Vaughn hangs up, but the look on his face as he gestures Jack over isn’t what he wants to see.

‘Bad news,’ Vaughn begins.

‘He’s not there.’

Vaughn pulls a face. ‘Oh, he’s there all right. Officers rang the bell, no answer, and when they looked through the window, there he was. Took a few attempts to get in, but he was too far gone.’

‘He’s dead?’ Jack says, astonished.

‘Very. Initial reports say blow to the head but there’s blood everywhere. We’ll know more soon, but I’m willing to put money on murder.’

‘Fuck,’ Lucy says next to him. ‘Who did he piss off?’

‘Take your pick,’ Jack says, gesturing to the laptop and the folder with the videos. ‘The suspect list is growing every day.’


OceanofPDF.com



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Jack, Lucy and Vaughn drive out to Brett Thompson’s house. A nice suburb of Newcastle, Vaughn tells them, where the footballers and CEOs live in undisturbed luxury. The great and the good – but they’re being bothered now. Already the driveway is lined with patrol cars and scientific services vans, spilling out into the road and causing quite a stir. A few people twitch their curtains but nobody emerges to gossip. These people stay well away.

‘We’ve started house-to-house, and so far nobody has reported seeing much either last night or this morning,’ Vaughn says. He checks his notebook. ‘Apart from your interview yesterday, we’re a bit hazy on the timeline.’

They approach the house, Vaughn leading the way as they put on gloves and shoe covers, and enter. Jack notes the retro press doorbell. They’ll get nothing helpful from that.

‘Have any of the neighbours got CCTV or a Ring system?’

‘Nothing yet. And even if they did, the houses are probably too far apart to get anything useful.’

It’s a nice, detached place, but the décor screams bachelor pad. Black leather sofas, a little too much chrome for Jack’s liking. The living room reminds him of the interior of a top-of-the-range BMW. But luxury cars don’t come complete with a corpse.

The body lies broken in the middle of the living room, limbs at unnatural angles, as if Brett Thompson dropped dead on the spot. His eyes stare glassily to the ceiling, and there’s a perfect halo of red surrounding what’s left of his skull. He’s bare-chested, his T-shirt draped over the arm of the sofa.

‘That’s Brett Thompson, 100 per cent,’ Jack mutters to Lucy.

‘He had a visitor,’ she says. ‘Female, I’m guessing.’

She points to the coffee table – glass, chrome-rimmed – where two crystal tumblers sit. One empty, the other half-full with brown liquid, a perfect semicircle of pink lipstick on the rim. And there are other tell-tale signs. A candle burned down to a stub in the fireplace. A condom, in its wrapper, left in grasping range. Now visible where a cushion has been disturbed.

‘Was it her who killed him, or somebody else?’ Jack says. He glances up to the sensor in the corner of the room. ‘Is that a camera, or just an alarm?’

‘I’ll check,’ Vaughn says, leaving them to it.

‘Vaughn said the pathologist is on their way, but I don’t think we need their expertise to know what happened here.’ Jack crouches next to the body, careful not to touch it, taking in the mashed portion of his skull, blood and bone and brain seeping through.

‘That’s some force,’ Lucy comments. ‘Would have to be a strong woman.’

‘Or pissed off?’ Jack counters. ‘Anger can be a persuasive motivation.’

‘We’ve got the murder weapon,’ someone calls from the hall. Footsteps, then a uniformed PC appears in the doorway, clutching something in a plastic evidence bag. ‘Found it in the front garden.’

Jack looks from the PC to the fireplace.

‘Poker,’ he says.

‘How cliché,’ Lucy whispers and Jack suppresses a smile.

‘But seriously,’ she continues. ‘This doesn’t seem premeditated. Brett Thompson invites someone over – maybe a woman, or maybe that woman came and left before the real killer arrived. He lets them in – there’s no forced entry as far as I can see – they chat, they’re about to have sex, but for some reason it turns violent. Whoever it is picks up the closest thing to hand – the poker from the fireplace – and bashes Thompson around the head with it. Down he goes, game over.’

‘Self-defence? And you’re assuming it was a woman. Maybe a spurned husband was watching, follows on behind, exacts his revenge. The woman legs it, knowing the trouble she’s going to be in.’

‘That’s a lot of theories,’ Lucy says. ‘And you know full well that unless we have evidence linking this murder to Lauren Shaw, it’s for the Northumbria Police to worry about.’

‘Big coincidence, though. We find Lauren’s body on Tuesday. I interview Brett Thompson on Saturday and that night he’s murdered?’

‘But how can it be connected? You’ve got ten years and over three hundred miles between them. That’s a long time to hold a grudge.’

Jack chews his lip, thinking. ‘What we need is evidence,’ he mutters, almost to himself. ‘In this day and age, something like this should be solved within hours.’

‘And it will be. There’ll be CCTV, traffic cameras—’ Lucy stops as Jack’s phone starts ringing. He leaves the house, standing outside to answer it.

‘Amrit?’

‘Is it definitely him?’ she asks.

‘Dead as a dodo. Smashed-in skull. Sometime between Saturday lunchtime and this morning. Do we have eyes on our prime suspects?’

‘Maggie Shaw – yes, definitely. She had a friend over for dinner last night – we’re confirming her alibi, but we have no reason to doubt it – and then this morning she went to yoga first thing. There’s no time for her to have driven to Newcastle and back. She’s out of the picture.’

‘And Declan?’

‘Here’s where it gets tricky. Location unknown. Uniforms have been around to his house. Car’s gone. House is empty. But why would Declan kill Brett?’

‘Revenge for killing his wife?’

‘How does he know what we’ve been doing? And if he suspected Brett Thompson, why kill him now? He could have done it any time in the last ten years, when the spotlight wasn’t shining directly on him.’

‘I agree it’s unlikely, but let’s be sure. I want that man found.’

‘When are you coming back, boss?’

He looks over at Lucy, who’s now sitting in the front seat of her car, talking on the phone. She’s right. Responsibility for this case lies with the Northumbria police, and probably DI Vaughn. Jack will do nothing but get in the way. But he doesn’t want to leave yet. Too much unfinished business.

‘Soon,’ he replies to Amrit. ‘There’s a few things I need to do first.’


OceanofPDF.com



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Lucy leaves Jack with Vaughn and takes her car back to her dad’s house. The place is quiet when she arrives but she notices her dad’s car is in the drive. Finding the front door unlocked, she steps inside.

‘Hello?’ she calls, tentatively.

Moss rushes out to greet her, and she bends down, giving his back a good scratch.

‘In here,’ her dad shouts.

Lucy follows the sound into the dining room, where her dad is sitting at the table, a mess of photographs and papers around him. He looks up as she approaches.

‘You’re still here,’ he says. ‘I thought you might have gone home.’

‘Without the dog?’ She smiles. ‘I stayed with Jack last night.’

‘I didn’t think you two—’

Lucy shakes her head quickly. ‘We’re not. Just friends. I slept on the sofa.’

‘And had a few bevvies by the looks of it. Do you want a cuppa?’

‘No, that’s okay. Where is everyone?’

‘Olivia has taken the boys swimming. She thought we might need some space – whenever you made it back here.’

Smart woman, Lucy thinks. ‘What’s all this?’

Now she’s closer, Lucy can see the photos. They’re old, ones of her parents she’s never seen.

‘I dug them out of the loft – thought I should embrace my past. Since you were doing it so well.’

Lucy sits down on the opposite side of the table. ‘I’m sorry, Dad. I should have never said those things.’ Her dad shrugs. ‘No, I was out of order. You were doing your best. She hurt you, too, when she left.’

‘But I was the adult. I am your father – I should have put you first.’

‘You did. You were trying to protect me—’

‘I didn’t. I haven’t been completely honest with you.’

‘Go on,’ Lucy says, tentatively.

‘The truth is, I was deliberately trying to keep you away from your mother. I lied and told you she had died, and I moved us down south so she couldn’t find us. I was terrified that Nina would come back, and that the next time she left she would take you with her. I couldn’t risk that. I couldn’t risk losing you. Especially when Nina was so ill. I didn’t know what would happen, but I knew you were better off with me.’ His gaze shifts to one of the photos in front of him. ‘When I heard she was dead, I knew it was my fault. I should have tried harder to help her.’

‘Clara said it was a random car accident. That’s all I know. But even so – you couldn’t have prevented it.’

‘It was late at night. Nina was walking back from the pub and a car hit her. The guy was in his early thirties, completely sober. He said that Nina stepped out in front of him – there was nothing he could do. But, Lucy, if she’d been home, with us, she never would have been out there. No, I didn’t do enough to protect her, or her daughter. I should have offered to take Tansy in, and I should have told you about it all, no matter how hard it would have been. I’m so sorry.’

It’s clear he means it, and Lucy reaches forward, placing her hand over his. ‘I understand,’ she says softly.

Graham looks down at the piles of photographs. ‘I know you thought I was overprotective. Always going on about drugs, and how bad they were. Demanding to know where you were every hour of the day.’ He smiles, weakly. ‘The fights we had.’

‘All teenagers argue with their parents.’

‘Not like us. I watched you like a hawk – don’t you remember? I phoned every week when you were at university, visited when you’d let me.’

‘I assumed you missed me.’

‘I did! But I was also looking for the signs. Schizophrenia has a genetic component – I was terrified you would get it too. Social withdrawal, depression, not looking after yourself. Or the big stuff – the paranoia, delusions, hallucinations…’

‘But surely it would have been better for me to know about it? So I could look out for it too?’

He shrugs. ‘Logically, yes. But I assumed it would be a self-fulfilling prophecy. And you never asked about your mum. I didn’t want to be the one to bring it up. I wanted you to be okay.’

Lucy picks up a pile of photographs, flicking through them.

‘And are you?’ Graham adds. ‘Okay?’

‘My husband died, I nearly got fired.’ Lucy laughs, sardonically. ‘But yes, I think I am. No delusions, if that’s what you’re worried about. Thank you for talking to me now.’

‘If you have any other questions, let me know. And I promise I’ll try and answer them as honestly as I can.’

Lucy’s shocked to see her father crying. She’s never seen him cry. She feels her own tears threaten and winds her fingers through his.

‘I did my best,’ he says. ‘You were always my priority. I hope you know that.’

‘I do. You are a good dad,’ Lucy whispers.

‘I haven’t been. It’s my fault it’s been so long – I told myself you were busy and didn’t want to see us, but I was making excuses. We need to make the effort to visit. And we will.’

‘I’d like that.’

He hands her a photo from the pile. ‘Look at us there. We were happy.’

Lucy takes in the shot. Summer, a blanket on grass, a picnic next to them. Nina is holding baby Lucy in her lap, and her father has his arm around them both. They’re all grinning at the camera.

‘I had a brilliant childhood, Dad. You did a great job.’

He looks at her, then nods, once. ‘Anything you need from here, tell me. And take some of these photos with you. You should see them, at last. When do you need to go? You must have time for a cuppa?’

Lucy smiles. ‘I do. Thank you.’

Her father gets up to go to the kitchen and as the kettle is filled and turned on, she looks back at the mountain of photos and memories. And for the first time she remembers her mother.

This house, the one in this photograph. The yellow walls, the sunflower-patterned carpet. Sat on her mum’s lap as they read a book. It was about a tall dog and a short dog. Or was it big and small? She can’t recall the title but she remembers how she felt. Contented. Warm. Loved.

And that’s all she needs to know.

She and her father drink their coffee in companiable silence, looking through the photographs as Graham loads them back into the box. Once that’s done, she heads up to her bedroom, getting changed into her faithful jeans and sweatshirt, packing everything up.

Her dad carries her bag out to the car, Moss trotting happily at her heels. The dog jumps into the crate when told; she gives him a final pat, and puts her holdall next to him, the box on the back seat. A thought occurs to Lucy.

‘The man that hit mum with his car. Do you remember his name?’

Graham screws his face up, thinking. ‘He was Scottish…’ Another pause. ‘But nothing more than that, sorry. Why?’

‘It’s fine. It’s nothing.’

She gives him a final hug, tells him to say goodbye to the boys and Olivia for her, and promises to visit again soon. But as she drives away, a nasty feeling grows. Just as one situation has been resolved, another niggles.

And she suspects it could be very bad indeed.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

It’s odd to sit on the sidelines and watch a murder investigation unfold. DI Vaughn is confident and capable, managing his team with assertiveness and grace, but Jack wants to be in the thick of it, receiving the updates first-hand, directing lines of enquiry himself.

A detective has already returned from the post-mortem, slightly green, announcing cause of death to be blunt force to the frontal region resulting in massive subdural haemorrhage – which they knew – and time of death between ten p.m. and two a.m. – which they didn’t.

‘Fits our hypothesis of a lady friend coming to visit,’ Vaughn says to Jack, generously including him in the theorising.

‘Even though Declan Cox is in the wind?’ Jack says.

‘It makes the most sense. We should know for sure soon – the SOCOs are processing fingerprints and DNA as we speak.’

‘How long until we get a hit?’

‘Twenty-four hours, at least. But on the plus side, our digital team have Brett Thompson’s laptop. They should be substantially quicker.’ Vaughn pauses. ‘I’m assuming you’ll be going home soon?’ he says, and Jack can’t help but laugh.

‘I’d love to stick around and annoy you, but yes, I need to be heading back. I do think the murders are linked, though – it’s too much of a coincidence for Brett Thompson to be killed days after we find Lauren Shaw’s body. Especially when we have so much that links them personally. Will you follow up on the sexual assaults?’

‘We’ll try our best. Although with our prime suspect dead, there’s probably little we can do. We’re already looking into any other assaults on file, though, to see if there are any victims who mention the nail varnish removed on the left ring finger.’ Vaughn visibly shudders. ‘It gives me the creeps. Like he’s marking his conquests somehow.’

‘Like cattle,’ Jack says. ‘I appreciate you looking into it. We’ll do the same down south. It would be nice to give the victims closure, even if justice can’t be served.’

‘Assuming someone hasn’t served it already,’ Vaughn says, repeating his earlier theory that one of these women might have tracked him down and got their revenge the old-fashioned way. ‘We’ll know soon enough,’ he adds. ‘Once the SOCOs do their stuff.’

Time passes, and Jack starts to enjoy his role as observer. He likes how Vaughn runs his team – he has a way of assigning tasks that’s both authoritative and friendly, and Jack admires how easily the DI talks to people, when he knows that he can bark a bit too freely.

A timeline has been drawn up on the board, including the TOD, but there’s little else to fill in the gaps. The neighbours keep to themselves, and even if they did twitch a curtain occasionally, the houses are too far apart to get much of use to the investigation. A car is mentioned, arriving earlier in the evening, but make and model are unknown, and they didn’t notice when it left. The killer, maybe?

One of Vaughn’s DCs has been trying to trace Declan Cox’s movements but the number plate of his Mazda 2 is as yet unfound, and car hire companies have come up a blank. In Jack’s mind, he’s the obvious suspect, but Jack can’t understand why he’d drive all that way to exact a bloody revenge now. An argument that got out of hand?

He speaks to Amrit back in Southampton – with no clear leads or evidence, the investigation into Lauren’s murder has stalled. He needs to get back there, soon.

He confirms his return to Amrit and hears an audible sigh of relief in response.

‘Everything okay?’ he asks.

‘Yes, boss. I’m fine. It’s just…’

‘What’s up?’ he prompts.

‘When you’re back, we need to have a word about Phil. He’s said a few things that… Oh, I don’t know.’

‘Amrit?’

‘That aren’t right. I’ve left it up to now but I think you need to be aware.’

Jack frowns. ‘Okay, we’ll talk soon.’

He hangs up, wondering what Amrit means. Phil separated from his wife last year and after that, Jack noticed a wobble in his confidence. But he seemed to have been regaining that recently. Better, even. Still, he trusts Amrit’s judgment. He’ll find out soon enough.

He’s thinking this through when Vaughn comes up to him, a big grin plastered across his face.

‘The tech team have got into Brett Thompson’s laptop. You’re going to want to have a look at this.’
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Leaving Moss to sleep in the boot, Lucy arrives just in time to follow Jack out of the incident room, down to the state-of-the-art digital department at Newcastle nick. Each workstation is surrounded by huge monitors that Raj would have given an arm and a leg for; busy teams of men – and women! – actually talking to each other; huge full-height windows throwing sunshine into the bustling office.

Vaughn leads the way to the far side, where a younger man spins on his office chair. Introductions are made, then the techie gets straight to the point.

‘Brett Thompson was not a nice man,’ he says, navigating the different windows at a dizzying speed and coming to rest on a folder containing a number of files. ‘This is one of many. Take a look.’

He scoots away and Vaughn leans forward, clicking on the first, titled 240724. A window pops up, a video loads.

‘The file names seem to be the dates they were recorded,’ the techie says. ‘And the folders are… Well, you can guess.’

Lucy looks at the folder name: Jennifer.

‘These are all videos of women?’ Lucy says, and the techie nods, grim-faced.

Lucy and Jack pull chairs next to Vaughn and, open-mouthed, she watches as the video starts to play. A darkened room, a slither of light as the door opens and two people come in. Brett and a woman, presumably Jennifer. They start kissing, clothes are discarded, and as they watch, Brett manoeuvres the woman into a variety of sex acts. Her on her knees in front of him; doggy style on the bed. Lucy feels faintly nauseous.

‘Can we assume that these women didn’t know they were being filmed?’ she says.

‘I think it’s likely. And I believe the man is always Brett Thompson, although it’s hard to know for certain. See here?’ The techie points, and Lucy watches as Brett angles himself away from the lens, so all they get is a shot of his back. ‘He’s careful. Doesn’t want to identify himself.’

‘Turn it off,’ Jack says. ‘They’re all like this?’

‘I haven’t watched them all. But I would assume so.’

‘Are there any for a woman called Lauren?’ Lucy asks.

‘No, sorry.’

‘And what does he do with these videos?’

‘That’s the worst part. We’re working through his laptop, but…’ Lucy leans forward as the techie selects a different window – this time one for the Chrome internet browser.

‘Not only is Brett Thompson videoing women without their consent, but he’s also sharing them online.’ Lucy’s hand goes to her mouth in shock as the techie leans back so they can see the list of Brett’s favourites.

Reddit. 4chan. 8kun. And many more.

‘What sort of sites are these?’ Jack asks. ‘Porn?’

‘Some are. But the majority are imageboard websites. Users create message boards about any topic they like, and anyone can contribute. But what that means is they become a hotbed for nasty shit: white supremacism, neo-Nazis, the alt-right – whatever you fancy. It seems Brett’s preference was misogyny, specifically incels.’

‘Incels?’ Jack asks.

‘The involuntary celibate – basically, men who can’t get laid and think it’s all women’s fault. They go on these sites – usually anonymously – and whinge about how nobody will sleep with them, discuss strategies to get women. And those are the harmless ones. Usually it escalates to threads about rape, violence against women, whatever high-profile woman has annoyed them that day. Our friend Brett has a lot to say – he logs on as BritishTelecom1979, his initials and the year of his birth.’

‘But by the looks of it, Brett Thompson didn’t have any trouble getting women,’ Vaughn says.

‘That’s just it. He calls himself a PUA – a pick-up artist – and likes to brag about all the women he’s fucked. His words, not mine,’ the techie adds quickly. ‘He shares his tricks with the others on the group. They love it. And they love him.’

‘Any mention of Rohypnol?’ Jack asks.

‘Rohypnol, Valium, the whole range of benzos. Plus, Molly, ket, nitrous oxide or pot, assuming they’ll take it. Anything that will incapacitate, basically. Although the drug of choice is usually alcohol – nothing illegal about that.’

‘Where do they even start getting this shit from?’ Lucy asks, stunned.

‘They’re sharing dealers, what to say to get your doctor to prescribe, what might already be in your medicine cabinet. Honestly, there’s thousands of posts on that alone, it’s going to take us months to wade through it all.’

‘Progress report by the end of the day?’ Vaughn asks.

‘I’ll do my best,’ the techie confirms and the three of them leave him to it.

‘This doesn’t narrow our suspect pool,’ Vaughn says as they walk back to the incident room. ‘Any one of those women could have been invited over that evening. And any one of them would have motive to put a poker through his skull.’ Jack nods in agreement. ‘It lends more credence to the theory that our two murders aren’t related.’

Jack laughs. ‘Don’t worry, we’re heading off now. But I’d appreciate it if we could continue to share. Two-way, of course.’

‘Absolutely.’ Vaughn nods. ‘The more minds we have on this shitshow, the sooner we can make an arrest.’

‘Couldn’t agree more,’ Jack says.

Lucy sighs at the flourishing new bromance. ‘I hate to interrupt your love-in, guys,’ she says. ‘But Jack and I need to get on the road if we’re going to make it home this side of midnight.’

And with final handshakes and slaps on the back, they head to the car. Jack takes the driver’s seat, then loosens his tie, slipping it out from under his collar with practised ease. Something about the action makes Lucy’s stomach flip in a way she doesn’t like to examine too closely.

‘Let’s go,’ she says, and he starts the engine.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Cruising southwards at a comfortable seventy, Jack takes the peace and quiet to reflect on the last few days. One of their main suspects is dead – a man they now know was a sexual predator and a rapist – and another, Declan, is in the wind. It’s not a great state of affairs. And what of last night?

Lucy has accepted his apology with good grace, but he still feels awful. She’s happy with Pete, she hadn’t wanted him trying it on; his toes curl with the embarrassment of it all.

But one thing last night has done is solidify his resolve to end things with Sophie. He’s not that sort of man, going behind his girlfriend’s back, leading her on with thoughts of children and a family when he wants nothing of the sort. No, he’s set on that. He wouldn’t make a good father. He’s too blinkered by work, and besides, what sort of example does he have to work from? He’s picked up his phone a few times that morning, debating whether to contact his mum after their hasty departure last night, but then he put it down, knowing that talking wouldn’t resolve anything. His mother would play the martyr, exaggerating her hurt. He would get angry and then his father would come on the line, berating him for upsetting his mother. Distance is the only thing that works for them. Distance and sweeping it all under the carpet, only for it to raise its ugly head when they’re forced into the same orbit again.

Once they’re on the relative safety of the A1, he asks, ‘What are you going to do about Tansy?’

Lucy sighs. ‘It sounds like the decision has been made for me – she’s wanted for GBH. She’s trying to stay lost.’

‘With our depleted police force, they wouldn’t have tried hard to find her. And it’s GBH, not murder.’

‘GBH is bad enough. That’s jail time. She sounds like bad news.’

‘You don’t know what happened. She could be innocent.’

Lucy gives him a dubious look. ‘I think she’s best left. She’s in trouble with the police, and if she knew about my existence, she’s made no effort to contact me over the years. I’m happy at work, with Pete,’ she adds, and Jack notices a slight blush work its way onto her cheeks. ‘I can’t imagine anything good’s going to come from tracking her down,’ she continues, then glances across to him. ‘Don’t you think?’

‘It’s up to you, Lucy. I’ll do whatever I can to help – or not – let me know.’

‘Thank you.’

They slip back into silence again. Both more reflective, and knackered, than when they made the trip up. Jack wonders whether their kiss has damaged their friendship, and with that thought, it all comes flashing back. The touch of her lips, his hands exploring. So many questions intrude: what might have happened if they’d carried on? Would they have gone that far? And more importantly, how does he feel this morning? If they were both single, is it something he’d explore?

No, he tells himself sternly, staring resolutely out of the windscreen as the cars whizz by, they aren’t both single and this isn’t a possibility. She’s happy with Pete, she just said so. Let it go.

Thankfully, Jack’s phone rings, interrupting his bizarre chain of thought. It’s Vaughn, and he answers it immediately on speaker.

‘News on Brett Thompson’s movements last night,’ Vaughn says. ‘Thought you might like to know.’

‘Go on…’

‘He went into the office after seeing you – yes, on a Saturday – security in the building confirmed it. He left at about six, ANPR have him on camera taking a direct route home, arriving back at about seven. From here we assume he never left the house, although we know someone definitely arrived, given the mess they made of his head. And on that subject, the blood work is through… A blood alcohol of 0.06 – pissed but not wasted. And the search of his house has been concluded – apart from his laptop, there’s not much of interest.’

‘No phone?’

‘No, which is strange. Although we found another one hidden at the back of a drawer. A Nokia Lumia, older model.’

Jack’s senses are twitching. ‘How old?’

‘Old. At least ten years. And before you say it, aye, it could be related to your murder. Pink case, not Brett Thompson’s style? Could it have belonged to your victim?’

‘We found Lauren Shaw’s. It feels unlikely she’d have two.’

‘Well, it’s down with the tech department as we speak. I’ll let you know.’

‘What’s your working theory?’

‘We know Brett Thompson has a rep for being one with the ladies, and the two glasses on the table would indicate he had a female caller. Plus, this looks like a crime of passion. A poker from the fireplace, a good strong whack around the head and down he goes. Perhaps he read the signs wrong, or perhaps this was a woman looking for revenge, but it seems the most likely reason to me. Plus,’ and he pauses, ominously, ‘we found some nasty stuff on those chat boards. Some things you need to be aware of.’

‘Oh?’

‘They seem to be assembling an army of sorts. Inciting violence against women.’

‘When? Where?’

‘That part’s not clear. But it looks like it’ll be at some point this coming week. We’re pulling together a separate task force to look into this, but given Brett’s connections with Southampton, I wanted you to be on the lookout. I’ve updated Amrit already.’

‘Thank you. Appreciated. Any sign of Declan Cox?’

‘Not yet, although we’re chasing the lab for the forensics so that might offer some insight.’

And with assurances from Vaughn that he’ll keep Jack in the loop, he hangs up.

‘That’s not good,’ Lucy says. ‘These guys are starting to look more and more like terrorists. A campaign with the sole intention of creating terror and spreading hatred against a specific demographic group? They may be on home soil, but that sounds like a terrorist organisation to me.’

They sink into depressed silence, knowing they can do nothing about it here. The clock is ticking but they have no idea who will be targeted, or when.

And right then, as traffic crawls to a stop on the M1, Jack’s never felt so useless.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

With Jack’s grudging agreement, Lucy gets into the driving seat at the mid-point services, after stocking up on sandwiches and junk food. Lucy let Moss out of the boot to stretch his legs but before long, they were back on the road, talking about the banal and the inane – anything to keep Jack’s mind off what’s about to come.

Amrit and the team are working hard – trying to get to the bottom of the incel attack while hoping for a Hail Mary on Lauren Shaw’s murder. Jack wants to be there – steering the ship – but there’s something he needs to do first.

When they stopped, he’d sent a text to Sophie. Something simple – I’m on my way home. Can we talk? – but Sophie’s not stupid. She’d sent an instant reply: Come to mine as soon as you get back. Neither included a kiss or words of affection; it doesn’t bode well.

The M1 turns into the M40, then eventually the A34 and they’re home. Lucy says goodbye with a brief hug, and Jack drags his suitcase to his front door. To his surprise, lights are on inside. He’s digging for keys in his rucksack when the door is opened for him.

‘I thought I was coming to yours,’ he says.

‘I wanted to wait for you here,’ Sophie replies.

She moves out of the way to let him through; Jack dumps his suitcase in the hallway and walks through to the kitchen, wanting a moment to himself. But that’s when he sees his spare key. Lonely, in the middle of the table.

‘You should have that back,’ she says from the doorway.

He turns to face her; she looks tired.

‘So that’s it?’ he asks.

‘We’ve been here before, Jack. I know how it goes. You’re breaking up with me.’

‘It’s not like that, Soph. I wanted this to work, so much, but—’

‘Is it to do with her?’

Jack blinks for a moment. ‘Her… who?’

‘Lucy!’ Sophie points a finger towards the front of the house, stabbing through the window. ‘You went up to Newcastle with her. A whole weekend away, just the two of you. How cosy.’

‘It’s not like that. I needed to go for work, she wanted to see her family. It made sense. This isn’t about her.’

‘So you say.’ She folds her arms stubbornly across her chest.

‘It’s about you and me. And how we want different things.’ His voice softens. ‘I don’t want children, Sophie. I never have. I don’t want to take that from you.’

Her manner changes. Her head dips and her shoulders slump, the fight pulled out of her like stuffing from a toy.

‘I thought we had it right this time,’ she says quietly.

‘I did, too. I did.’ He wants to offer comfort and takes a step towards her, but forces himself to hold back. That’s not his place now. ‘You deserve someone who can give you kids, a family. I can’t do that.’

‘You don’t know how you’d feel—’

Sophie’s silenced as Jack’s phone starts to ring. He curses, glancing at the screen. Amrit, it says. He declines the call.

‘I do, Sophie. I know how I feel. After Theo. And everything I’ve been through with my own parents. I don’t want to be a father.’

‘Not every little boy is murdered. And you’d be nothing like your parents.’

‘I’m sorry. I can’t.’

‘I’m probably too old anyway,’ she mutters.

‘But you could adopt. You could try IVF. It’s still possible, Sophie. Just not with me. I have different priorities. I always have.’

As if on cue, his phone starts up again. Vaughn, this time.

‘Answer your fucking phone,’ Sophie says.

‘It can wait.’

She glares at him, the phone still ringing. ‘You know, it would be nice to go out with someone new,’ she snaps, her anger finally breaking through. ‘Someone who doesn’t jump as soon as their phone rings. Someone who won’t get called out at midnight to look at a dead body. Someone with a normal job,’ she hisses. ‘I’ll see myself out.’

And with that, she storms out of the door, leaving Jack standing in the middle of the room, hating himself for not being the man she needs, wishing he was someone different.

But the job is calling; Jack’s self-hatred will have to wait. The ringing stops, then starts up again. He answers it immediately.

‘Sorry I missed your call—’ but Vaughn cuts him off.

‘The forensics are back,’ he says, breathlessly. ‘And you’re not going to guess what we’ve found.’

‘Tell me,’ Jack says. ‘Declan Cox?’

‘Aye, that’s part of it. Declan Cox’s fingerprints, all over the door handles, plastered over two bottles in the recycling. He was there, Jack. He was drinking with Brett.’

‘I fucking knew it,’ Jack says. The first bit of good news he’s had all day. ‘We need to arrest him—’

‘But that’s not all. The glass on the coffee table. The one with the lipstick. We found DNA.’

‘And?’ Jack says.

‘It comes back to Lauren Shaw.’
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

‘I beg your pardon?’ Jack’s stunned, standing motionless in the middle of his kitchen, phone clamped to his ear. ‘Say that again?’

‘Because of your missing person investigation, her DNA is on the system. And it’s a match – 100 per cent.’

‘But that… that’s not possible.’ Jack’s moving now. Awkwardly pulling his coat around his shoulders. Grabbing his keys and heading out the door. ‘Check it. Check it again.’

‘We knew you’d say that, so we did. Look, I’m emailing it to you now. See for yourself. But Lauren Shaw was in that house on Saturday night.’

‘Or the glass was. Maybe she wasn’t there. Maybe—’

‘Speak to your team, Jack. Call me back.’

And Vaughn hangs up, leaving Jack reeling. He’s in his car now, driving towards Southampton nick. At a junction, his phone rings again but in his haste, he didn’t connect to hands-free and he doesn’t want to break the law. Even when nothing makes sense, when every aspect of his case is going to shit.

He pulls into the car park and checks his messages. Several from Amrit, growing more frantic. Call me back, NOW! the most recent one says, and he dials as he runs up from the car park, taking the stairs two at a time.

‘I’m on my way in. Be with you in two seconds.’

‘Have you heard?’ Amrit says.

‘Vaughn called me. The DNA on the glass, I know. But I’m sure there’s an explanation for how that happened. I don’t know what yet, but there will be.’

He pushes the doors to the incident room open with a bang, coming face to face with his whole team, who are staring at him, silently, their mouths open.

‘What?’ he snaps. And then he realises that it’s not just Amrit, Phil and Emma. Dr Fran Rosetti is standing with them, her face as white as a sheet.

‘Fran? What’s going on?’

‘I’m so sorry, Jack,’ she says. ‘It was an honest mistake. The bones made sense, the height, the time of death, it all matched. So we assumed—’

‘Assumed what?’

‘The body we found,’ Fran says. ‘The one in the grounds of Bracken House. I’m sorry, Jack. But the DNA finally came back. It’s not Lauren Shaw.’
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

The journey has been long, and night has closed in. Lucy drives the last few miles home in silence, smiling once she spots her house in the distance.

But as she pulls onto the drive, there’s someone sitting there. A woman, with long brown curly hair, wearing a full-length colourful skirt and a purple velvet coat. A large red rucksack rests on the gravel. She stands up as Lucy climbs out of her car and for the first time Lucy notices a dog at her feet. Bigger than Moss, it looks up with a pointed face, its fur golden-yellow and short.

‘A lurcher, right?’ Lucy says as she approaches. ‘Is he friendly?’

‘She. And yes,’ the woman says. ‘Edie.’

Lucy bends down to fuss the dog. ‘Sorry?’

‘Edie. That’s her name.’

‘Right.’ Lucy straightens up, face to face with the woman for the first time. ‘And you are?’

But Lucy knows. She realised the moment she saw her. Recognised the messy brown hair, the pointed chin and determined brown eyes.

‘I’m Tansy,’ the woman says. ‘And you’ve been looking for me.’
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PART THREE
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CHAPTER FIFTY

‘So who the hell is the body?’ Jack says, struggling to keep his voice level. For a whole week they’ve conducted a murder investigation on the assumption it was Lauren Shaw. And now they discover it isn’t?

Fran’s red in the face, but holding her own. ‘Once the results came back that it wasn’t Lauren, we ran the DNA against the misper database. Her name is Jazmine Woodward. Same age, same height, same hair colour. Same blood type. Was reported missing by her mother two weeks after Lauren Shaw.’

‘Jazmine Woodward?’ Jack directs towards Amrit. ‘The Jazz from the emails?’

‘One and the same,’ Amrit replies. ‘And she comes from this area.’

Jack slumps against a desk, looking at the photo Amrit Blu-Tacks to the whiteboard. Fran’s right – the two women do look alike. And in the absence of the DNA results, it was an easy assumption to make.

‘Thank you, Dr Rosetti,’ Jack says. ‘I take full responsibility for this. It was my error – assuming the body was Lauren before all the checks were complete.’ Fran takes the hint and leaves. Jack stares down his team. ‘Well, this is a massive fuck-up,’ he says.

‘It would make sense that the disappearance of the two women is connected,’ Amrit says.

‘I think we’ve made enough assumptions for the moment,’ Jack replies. ‘Let’s be 100 per cent certain before we go running off down any rabbit holes from now on.’ He glances up at the clock: fast approaching nine p.m. and it’s been a long day for them all. They’re not going to achieve much now. ‘Priorities for tomorrow – first thing, we need to speak to Jazmine’s mum and notify her that her daughter’s body has been found. Then I want to know everything about this woman. Where did she work? Where did she live? How did her path cross with Lauren Shaw – given her videos and emails were on Lauren’s hard drive. Where did she meet Brett Thompson, and did she know Maggie Shaw or Declan Cox? Are you all up to date on the Brett Thompson murder?’ Everyone nods. ‘Given we’ve got Lauren Shaw’s DNA at the scene,’ – and Jack is annoyed anew, realising that the Newcastle labs are almost a week faster than the Southampton ones – ‘as well as Declan Cox’s fingerprints, Vaughn is catching a flight down as soon as he can tomorrow to help coordinate a search for both. I want officers watching Declan’s house overnight, ready to arrest the moment he returns home.’

‘Are we assuming…’ Amrit stops herself. ‘Do you think that Lauren Shaw is alive?’

‘I think it’s likely. Unless we find another body. And on that subject, I want the victim recovery dogs back at Bracken House. Search it top to bottom again.’

‘Should we notify Maggie Shaw that her sister might not be dead?’

Jack considers it. ‘No, leave it for now. It’s possible she knows already, and if that’s the case, I want her complacent. We know from the murder investigation that Lauren’s not been using her bank account or her credit cards, and she’s not left the country, so let’s spread the net wider. See if we can get a warrant for Maggie Shaw’s bank records. If Lauren is alive, she must be getting money from somewhere.’

‘What about Declan?’

‘We went through his bank records when he was arrested. There was nothing out of the ordinary. Right, Phil?’

Phil looks up suddenly. ‘Sorry, boss?’

Jack glares. ‘Come on. I need you firing on all cylinders. We’ve screwed up with the victim ID, and that’s on me, but I can’t take any more from hereon in. Emma – get onto the PolSA team regarding the house search. Phil – take a closer look at our new victim, Jazmine Woodward. Get intel onto it.’

‘Isn’t intel Amrit’s area?’ Phil retorts.

Jack notices Amrit narrow her eyes, but says, ‘No, I’ve asked you to do it. Amrit – a word?’

Emma and Phil crack on with the investigation while Jack and Amrit head into Jack’s office. Amrit closes the door behind her and sits in front of Jack’s desk. He collapses into his chair and tips his head back.

‘Fuuuuuuck,’ he groans in frustration.

‘I’m sorry, boss,’ Amrit says.

‘It’s not your fault. It was stupid of me to assume.’

‘But she looks the same – same height, same blood type. What are the chances?’

‘We should have checked.’ He sits up straight, meets Amrit’s gaze. ‘What’s going on with Phil?’

Amrit stiffens. ‘You heard him. Little digs, like that one. About me and Gus. Or me and Raj. It’s not professional.’

‘Have you said anything to him directly?’

‘I pulled him aside yesterday and told him to stop, but I don’t think he took it seriously. He just grinned and said, “Whatever you say, sarge.” But sarcastic.’

‘Do you want to put in a formal complaint?’

‘No! I just want him to stop. And do as I ask on the case. While you were away, he did what he liked. Completely ignored my direct instructions.’

‘I’m sorry I left you for so long.’

‘You should be able to go away for a few days. And I’m a good sergeant. I know what I’m doing.’

Amrit’s holding it together but she’s clearly upset. ‘You are brilliant at your job. Leave it with me – I’ll have a word with him. But keep a record in the meantime. Times, places, what he says. It hopefully won’t come to that, but just in case.’

‘Thanks, boss,’ Amrit says, her shoulders relaxing. ‘What did you find on the sexual assaults up in Newcastle?’

‘Oh, that.’ With all the stuff around the wrong ID, it had completely slipped Jack’s mind. ‘The same sort of problem as down here. A rise in sexual assaults, some reported, most not. And there was that weird thing with the nail varnish. Did you manage to see if there were any cases like that down here?’

‘Yes, I did. And yes, there were. I spoke to the women in charge of the rape crisis centre and down at the SARC, and both said that it’s been reported. Nail varnish removed from the ring finger of the left hand. And what’s more – if a woman wasn’t wearing varnish, it was added.’

‘Sorry?’

‘The same nail was painted. Different colours, but definitely there. That’s odd, isn’t it?’

‘And disturbing. This man is marking his victims.’

‘Assuming it’s just one man. After all, it’s a lot. Multiple women, attacked with a similar MO, in two different parts of the country. But what if it’s more widespread? What if it’s happening nationwide, and they’re marking the women in the same way?’

‘Shit,’ Jack says slowly. ‘Have you been keeping in touch with Amberstone? They’re a specialist team, they’ll be able to advise us on how to proceed.’

‘They’re fully up to date,’ Amrit confirms.

Emma sticks her head around the door. ‘PolSA returned my call. They’ve only got one VRD available and she’s not on shift until tomorrow afternoon.’

‘Let me guess – it’s Lucy Halliday and Moss.’

‘Spot on.’

‘Then get them on it as soon as they can. Thank you.’

Amrit gets up to leave. ‘It’s good to have you back, boss.’ Jack smiles. ‘And it’s clear you’ve spent time with Lucy. Your language is… more like hers.’

‘Fuck off,’ he says with a grin, and she laughs, heading home for the night.

Once the door’s closed, Jack takes a moment to stretch his arms up to the ceiling, rolling his neck to and fro, listening to the satisfying crack.

What a bloody mess. Lauren Shaw – missing. Another woman – Jazmine Woodward – dead. Murdered. And now Brett Thompson. Plus an epidemic of misogyny and sexual assaults across the country. A tangle of disparate threads but Jack doesn’t think it’s chance.

He’s never believed in coincidences, and he’s not about to start now.

This whole mess is linked. He’d stake his reputation on it.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Lucy has made two strong mugs of coffee and now sits opposite her half-sister at her kitchen table, a packet of slightly soft rich tea biscuits between them. Since Lucy arrived home, Tansy has swung from defensive, to emotional, to affectionate, and back again. It’s been a lot to take in.

‘Am I what you expected?’ Tansy says now, mouth full of biscuit.

‘I didn’t expect to find you on my doorstep,’ Lucy says honestly. She appraises her half-sister. They have the same hair – although Tansy’s is wild and uncombed, while Lucy’s is tied back in her usual tight plait – and the same dark brown eyes. It’s odd, seeing herself in someone she’s never met before. The nose, the mouth, the chin – Lucy recognises them from their mother.

‘You don’t have to stare,’ Tansy snaps.

‘Sorry. It’s… odd.’

‘Yeah, me too.’ Tansy smiles. ‘Nice, though, yeah?’

‘It’s lovely to meet you.’ Lucy’s aware she’s being stiff and formal, but she can’t help thinking, I should be calling an arrest team right now!

‘How did you get here?’ she asks.

‘I wasn’t far away when Clara called me. Oxford? I hitchhiked the rest.’

‘You and the dog?’

‘I think Edie helps. Everyone loves a dog.’

At the mention of her name, the lurcher lifts her head from where she’s been lying at Tansy’s feet. Moss has given up on the older dog – he tried to get her to play, and after receiving zero interest went back to his own bed next to Lucy, putting his head down but watching this new arrival warily.

Tansy gives Edie a scratch behind the ear. ‘Can we stay?’

‘It’s not as simple as that,’ Lucy says. ‘I’m a police officer,’ she adds tentatively.

‘I know. Clara told me. But you can help, right? It didn’t happen like they said.’

Lucy’s tired and hungry – all she wants to do is go to bed. But she’s her half-sister, and she needs her help. What sort of person would she be to turn her away?

‘Tell me what happened,’ Lucy says.

‘You don’t believe me! But we’re family.’ Tansy starts to cry, big snotty tears, wiping her hands across her eyes dramatically and smearing her black eyeliner.

‘You haven’t told me anything yet,’ Lucy replies, as calmly as she can. ‘Why don’t you start at the beginning?’

Tansy nods, sniffing loudly, then gets to her feet. She paces the kitchen for a moment, then starts to talk.

‘I met your husband,’ she says. ‘Nico?’

‘So I gather,’ Lucy says slowly. ‘How did that happen?’

‘He said he was writing an article on mental health provision in the north.’ She pauses. ‘But I think that was a lie.’

‘That wouldn’t surprise me—’

‘I think he was looking into you – and he found me. He wanted to talk about Mum.’

Lucy pushes her lips together and sighs. Nico Halliday, causing trouble even though he’s been dead for three years. Ever the journalist, he must have found Tansy somehow – and then discovered that her dad had been lying to her all these years. If only he’d been more honest with Lucy, he could have saved her a lot of time.

‘So Mum died,’ Tansy continues. ‘You know that?’

‘I only just found out the details. I’m sorry—’

‘And they said, at the inquest, that it was an accident. That Mum had stepped out in front of him, he couldn’t stop. But Nico gave me the police report, and that’s how I know. The guy that hit her with his car – he’d been at the pub that night. So I went to the guy… the man that made the decision about her death?’

‘The coroner?’

‘That’s him. And they weren’t even going to charge the man with careless driving. They let him off with nothing. He killed a woman and got nothing. So I looked this guy up…’

‘The driver?’ Lucy interrupts, trying to keep up with Tansy’s chain of thought as she spills muddled, garbled sentences, her hands waving wildly.

‘Mum’s killer,’ Tansy continues. ‘I went to see him. He said it wasn’t him, he didn’t do anything, and I told him about what I’d been through. Mum dying, nearly being put into care, then living with Clara. And I’m like how I am because of that, but he said no, it wasn’t his fault. He confused me. It was his fault and he was there, snatching words out of my head. I couldn’t remember what I was going to say – I had this whole speech planned and it had just gone. His fault. Then he said that Mum had been out of her mind on drugs… and… and… and that’s when I went for him.’

‘Did you hit him?’

‘Yeah. Hard in the face. He needed to be taught a lesson. And then once he was down, I kicked him a few times. Broke a few ribs, the report said. But it wasn’t right. He wasn’t hurt all that bad.’

‘Did you mean to hurt him?’

She stops her pacing. ‘Er… I guess so.’

‘And was he bleeding?’

‘Yeah, loads.’ She smiles at that.

‘Sounds like GBH, to be honest, Tansy.’

‘Yeah, but he deserved it. And I saw it in his eyes. I saw that he was lying. He meant to kill Mum.’

Lucy’s confused. ‘Clara said you met Nico in 2021. When did you go after this bloke?’

‘Last year.’ She shrugs. ‘I didn’t believe your husband. He seemed… dodgy.’

Lucy can’t help smiling. He was that, all right.

‘But then last June,’ Tansy continues, ‘I heard Nico had been murdered. And I thought – maybe he was right. And that’s why he was killed.’

‘No, that wasn’t—’

‘So I dug out the report and read it properly. And I didn’t realise… I didn’t realise she was killed in that way.’

‘She was hit by a car, Tansy,’ Lucy says.

‘Run down,’ Tansy stresses. ‘By this man in the dead of night.’

‘But… did he even know her?’

‘He says not, but Mum knew loads of people. She was always popular. Especially with men like him. He was probably jealous. Or looking for revenge—’

‘But Tansy—’

‘I knew you wouldn’t believe me. Clara said that you could help but she was wrong, you’re the same as all the other cops. Just because we’re sisters doesn’t mean we have anything special.’ Tansy glares at Lucy.

‘I do believe you, I do,’ Lucy protests, although Tansy’s story is one of the worst defence statements she’s ever heard. ‘Listen. It’s late. Let’s get some rest and chat again in the morning. If you’ve been travelling all day, you must be knackered.’

Tansy starts crying again. ‘I am.’

‘My boyfriend was going to come around tonight. He’s a dog handler like me. Is that okay? He needs to bring my other dog back.’

Tansy perks up at that thought. ‘You have two dogs?’

‘Yeah, Moss and a German shepherd. You’ll like him. Have a sleep and tomorrow we’ll make a plan, okay?’

‘Okay.’ Her head drops and Lucy feels sorry for the woman. She’s clearly had a hard time, and she needs someone to look after her, even if it is only temporarily. Lucy guides her up the stairs to her spare bedroom. The bed’s made up, although Lucy’s aware Moss has been using it as his own personal crash pad. But before Lucy can offer to change the sheets, Tansy’s pulling her shoes and jumper off and getting under the covers.

‘I’ll be up early with the dogs but feel free to sleep in, okay?’

Tansy mumbles something in reply, but her eyes are already closing. Lucy shuts the door quietly, pausing outside. She wants to believe her, she does, but something about her story and her manner gives Lucy pause.

The hair and the eye colour are hereditary. What else might have been passed down from their mother?



Pete arrives soon after, Iggy in tow. The German shepherd is overjoyed to see Lucy; ears back, he leaps in almost vertical springs, howling and whining, until Lucy gets on the floor with him, knocked to her back in seconds by her overenthusiastic hound. Laughing, she struggles to her feet, as Iggy starts his patrol, checking the house to make sure nothing has changed.

Free of the dog, Lucy gives Pete a kiss then points upwards.

‘My sister’s in the spare bedroom. Sleeping.’

‘Your what?’

‘Half-sister. I guess Clara must have told her where I live. She was here on the doorstep when I arrived back.’

Pete’s eyes look up, his mouth slightly open. ‘Fucking hell. No end of drama with your family.’

‘Apparently so.’

His surprise evolves into a cheeky grin. ‘But she’s asleep?’

‘I reckon she’s out cold by now.’

‘You do, do you?’ Pete takes a step towards her, caging her against the wall with his arms. She reaches downwards, grabbing his bum in her hands, then kissing him, his hands already straying, pushing up under her top.

‘Can we…’ she mumbles, her mouth pressed to his, ‘…put this lot to bed first?’

She gestures to their audience of three – Edie, Moss and Iggy – looking up eagerly, as if there’s fun to be had. But not for them.

Lucy quickly puts Moss and Iggy into their kennels, settles Edie in the kitchen, then takes Pete’s hand, leading him up to her bedroom. The door firmly closed, Pete doesn’t waste any time in stripping off her clothes, then his. And as they fall onto the bed, all thoughts drop away. There’s nothing about her family, about Tansy, about Jack. Just Pete’s gentle hands on her thighs as he draws them apart, as he presses his mouth against her. And she lets herself go. Stop thinking. Stop worrying. This is it. Now.
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DAY SEVEN – MONDAY
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CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Sarah Woodward, Jazmine’s mother, arrives at the Southampton nick barely an hour after uniforms had been to her house to tell her that her daughter was dead. Jack goes down to meet her in the family room; Sarah greets him with a weary smile.

‘You’re the man who found her?’ she says. ‘After all this time?’

‘Yes, and I can only apologise for the misunderstanding over the identity of Jazmine’s body.’

Sarah shrugs. ‘What’s a week, when it’s been ten years?’ she says pragmatically. ‘Someone was looking at last, that’s all that matters.’

Jack withholds the fact they were looking for Lauren Shaw and offers Sarah a drink. She declines and they take a seat, Jack choosing the armchair next to Sarah’s sofa. She strikes Jack as one of the small group of people he instantly trusts. No guile or game play, no dishonesty; Jack warms to her instantly.

‘You wanted these?’ Sarah says, pushing a white envelope across towards Jack. ‘Some more photos?’

‘Thank you. It’s helpful for us to get as complete a picture of Jazz as we can. Do you mind giving us a bit of background? What happened when Jazmine was originally reported missing?’

‘Nothing, that’s what happened. The police did nothing. They said she’d left of her own accord, but I knew Jazmine would have called me. Even if she had gone on holiday, as she said.’

‘Where had she gone?’

‘I don’t think she ever went, that’s the point.’ She sits back, taking a tattered piece of lined A4 paper from her pocket. She unfolds it and places it on the table in front of them. ‘The last time I saw Jazz was Wednesday the fourteenth of May 2014. I wrote it all down, so I wouldn’t forget, and I’ve kept it all this time. Wednesday the fourteenth. She said she was going to meet a friend, and they were doing something important. That exact word – important. She said, “You’ll be proud of me, Mum.” I never saw her again.’

‘Why did the police think she’d left?’

‘Because she had her rucksack with her. The one she took when she went travelling. She said she was going away after, but only for a week. The police said she must have met someone on holiday, but they never even bothered to check whether she’d left the country. And now you say she’s been dead and buried at the bottom of someone’s garden. It was that musician’s daughter, wasn’t it? You thought it was her body?’

‘We did, and I’m sorry. She went missing around the same time, and she and Jazmine looked similar. The body was found in her garden.’

‘I saw it on the news. And I wondered. Whether Lauren Shaw was this friend Jazz had been talking about.’

‘Have you any idea what the something important was?’ Jack asks.

‘No, although whatever it was, it put colour back in her cheeks. She’d been down for a while. Very quiet, thoughtful. I wondered if it had to do with a man, as she was always texting someone on her phone, but she wouldn’t say. Maybe someone she met at work?’

‘Where did she work?’

‘A law firm in town. Randall Bailey. She was a paralegal there.’

The name hits Jack like a bolt of lightning. The same law firm where Lauren Shaw worked. Where Brett Thompson was a solicitor. This was no coincidence.

‘Have you ever heard of a man called Brett Thompson?’ Jack takes a photo out of his file and pushes it across the table towards her. ‘Do you recognise him?’

Sarah peers at it. ‘I don’t think so. Good-looking guy, though. Who is he?’

‘He was a solicitor at Randall Bailey. We think Jazz might have been friends with Lauren Shaw. She didn’t mention her?’

‘She didn’t. But she was definitely planning something. Is that what got her killed?’

‘It’s possible. Jazmine didn’t leave any belongings behind? A diary? Or any notebooks?’

‘No, sorry. She had a diary but she would have had it in her rucksack with her. I didn’t find it at her flat when I cleared it. I left it empty for so long. Paid her mortgage, left her stuff exactly where she wanted it. But after five years, it seemed ridiculous. That hope.’ For the first time, Sarah’s voice catches and she reaches up, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. ‘I’m glad you found her. We can give her a proper burial now.’

‘You can. And soon.’ Jack taps a finger on the file. ‘And thank you for bringing the photographs in. We’ll look after them. And we’ll do everything we can to find out who killed Jazmine.’

Sarah gives one final nod, and she heads off, leaving Jack sitting alone in the quiet, a multitude of questions buzzing in his head. He opens the envelope and looks at the two photographs her mother brought in.

Jazmine and Sarah looked similar. Blonde hair, tall, slim, pretty. Brett Thompson had slept with both Lauren and Jazmine, recorded them both – had the two women known each other, found friendship through the man that discarded them? And if so, what was the important thing they were planning? How had Jazmine ended up dead?

And most pressingly, where is Lauren?
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CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

The next morning, Lucy wakes, naked. She shifts closer to Pete, resting her head on his chest as he slowly opens his eyes. He smiles, sleepily, running his fingers down to her hip.

‘You seem quiet,’ Pete says.

‘A lot to think about,’ Lucy replies, but doesn’t say any more. She can’t do it; she doesn’t want to talk about the big stuff. Children, the future, anything that might derail their relationship. She just wants to enjoy Pete, now. The rest… It can wait.

‘I’m hungry,’ she says instead, and Pete smiles, giving her one last kiss before he gets up, heading to the en suite.

Dressed, downstairs in the kitchen, they get ready for the day, making the most of whatever they can find in Lucy’s depleted fridge and freezer. The dogs are fed, Iggy taking the opportunity to push Moss around a bit, reminding the smaller dog who’s in charge. Moss, not caring a jot, settles on a comfy chair in the living room, safe in the knowledge that small fluffy spaniels have extra privileges over large German shepherds. Grumpy, but full, Iggy settles on the cool kitchen tiles, hoping for a dropped titbit or two.

Edie ignores the whole exchange, getting pats from Lucy instead.

‘How’s he been?’ Lucy asks of her shepherd.

‘Good as gold,’ Pete says, emerging from the fridge with a bag of mouldy carrots, dumping them in the bin. ‘He knows Dax won’t take any shit, and we’ve been doing so much training, he’s knackered every night. I reckon you don’t need to do much more before we try him for FSD.’

A firearms support dog, or FSD, is the highest accolade for police dogs. Only the best get to work with the armed response team, and Lucy’s pleased to hear that Iggy could be ready. It’s been a long road, but one Lucy’s enjoyed immensely. Time with her dog. Reinforcing already engrained training, teaching him new skills. There’s nothing she enjoys more.

‘And I forgot to give you this last night.’

Pete hands her a small cardboard box. She opens it to find a black plastic button.

‘Oh, sweetheart, you shouldn’t have!’

‘State-of-the-art American door release system, now installed on your car. You press that thing and Iggy will be free to go – so don’t hit it by accident.’ Pete moves on to the cooker, doing what he can with eggs, a slither of furry cheddar and a few soft tomatoes. ‘Let me know what you think.’

Lucy agrees, leaving the button in the middle of the table. She watches her boyfriend as he cooks. He’s relaxed, at home here, sprinkling salt and pepper, singing quietly under his breath to the low radio. He picks up a mouthful of egg from the pan, blowing on it then putting it in his mouth, debating it as he chews. He loves her, he loves her dogs – what more can she ask for? She enjoys the moment, appreciating what she has.

But then she realises there’s someone in the doorway behind her, doing the same.

‘Who are you?’ Tansy says, her face bagged with sleep, her eyes raking over Pete as if he were a piece of steak. ‘And can you cook me some of that?’



Once Tansy has eaten her own plate of eggs, she’s much calmer; the sleep seems to have done her the world of good. But Pete’s been throwing looks across the table and Lucy can’t ignore the elephant in the room any longer.

‘Tansy,’ she says, cautiously. ‘We need to talk about what we do next.’

‘Next? What do you mean?’

‘I mean… there’s a wanted marker on the PNC. And you’re here with two police officers. We can’t ignore that.’

Tansy glances from Lucy to Pete and back again. ‘But you’re dog handlers.’

‘We’re still police. We should be calling a local officer to arrest.’

‘You should?’ She looks shocked at the idea. ‘But I don’t want that. Somebody I don’t know dragging me to prison. Can’t you do it?’

Lucy can sense her sister’s fear mounting. ‘I’m family. I can’t. But it won’t be like that. You can hand yourself in.’

‘Which would be better for you,’ Pete adds. ‘They’d go easier—’

‘But I’ve not done anything wrong. It’s that guy – Bryce Purdie.’

‘That’s his name?’

‘He hit Mum with his car. He killed her—’

‘It was an accident, Tansy,’ Lucy says as gently as she can.

‘You can look, can’t you? On your police systems. See what the reports say?’

‘Strictly speaking, no. That’s confidential.’

‘I’m your sister! You said. I’m family. You have to help me.’

‘I’ll do what I can,’ Lucy says, seeing how agitated Tansy is getting. ‘Look, I have an idea, and you’re not going to like it.’ She glances at Pete, who seems confused. ‘GBH isn’t a small offence. If you’re charged with it, then it could mean jail time—’

‘I can’t go to prison!’

‘But…’ Lucy reaches out, encouraging Tansy’s hands down from where she’s raking through her hair, holding them tightly in hers. ‘But once you’re in custody, we can call the mental health team. They can determine whether you’re well enough to be interviewed. And if not—’

‘You want to say I’m sick? But I’m fine.’

‘I mean… that you’re mentally ill.’

The room falls silent. Tansy stares at Lucy, her mouth open.

‘Did Clara tell you?’ Tansy says quietly.

‘Clara didn’t say anything. But it would help if you could share what you’re going through?’

Tansy blinks at Lucy, then at Pete. ‘I got picked up by the police, a while ago. And I was drunk, but it was something else too. They wanted a nurse to check me over and he said… He said I might be schizophrenic. Like Mum was.’

Lucy nods slowly.

‘He wanted me to go to hospital. Get checked over properly, but while they were driving me there, we stopped at some lights, and… And I ran. It wasn’t a proper police car or nothing. It was just this nurse. There was nothing they could do to stop me.’

‘But they could have helped you.’

‘I know about the drugs. Mum told me about those. She hated them.’

‘They’re much better now, Tansy—’

‘I don’t want to be locked up. I don’t believe you. You guys are just dog handlers. Don’t you know someone higher up? That could put in a good word for me?’

Lucy glances to Pete; he raises his eyebrows. ‘Well… I could call a friend of mine. He’s a DCI.’

‘That’s important, isn’t it? I’ve seen Luther. He does what he wants.’

‘It’s not as simple as that, but yes, he can help. Shall I call him? Get him round here?’

‘Yeah, do that. I don’t want to go to prison.’

Lucy gets up, leaving Pete with Tansy. She calls Jack on her mobile, moving into the living room so she won’t be heard. He answers quickly, and she explains about Tansy showing up, and her concerns.

‘You’re thinking the M’Naghten rule? A defendant may be deemed not guilty by reason of insanity?’

‘She has undiagnosed and untreated schizophrenia, which could be classified as a disease of the mind. I’ve heard of cases where a hypoglycaemic episode in a diabetic was deemed to be similar to insanity. At least in a defence to a criminal charge.’

‘But that was decided in a court of law. It’s not up for police to choose when they take her in.’ He pauses. ‘You are going to call, aren’t you.’

He doesn’t present it as a question.

‘We’re hoping she’ll hand herself in, but… Have you got any time this morning, Jack? Meet her. See what you think. If we could persuade her to hand herself in, then the mental health cogs will start whirring and maybe she won’t have to face charges. Especially if the guy she attacked was sympathetic, maybe he’ll withdraw his complaint.’

‘I’m in the middle of a murder investigation.’ Then Jack sighs. ‘Okay. I’ll be over in the next hour or so.’

And with that he hangs up. She walks back into the kitchen where Tansy and Pete are waiting.

‘He’ll be here soon,’ Lucy says.

‘Just him? Nobody will come and arrest me?’

‘I don’t think so,’ Lucy replies. But she’s not so sure.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Jack’s been keeping an eye on Amrit all morning. Watching her expertly coordinate tasks between Emma and Phil, as she chases up the lab, and follows up with the duty sergeant in response and patrol as they look for Declan. It’s all so smooth it makes Jack feel redundant – and with that thought, he tells Amrit he’s heading out for an hour and drives to Lucy’s.

Lucy shows him through to the kitchen, where Tansy and Pete are sitting at the table, waiting. Lucy makes the introductions and Jack takes a seat opposite, having a proper look at Tansy. And he can see the resemblance. The same wild curly hair, the same dark brown eyes. But while Lucy is confident and outgoing, Tansy is almost mute, nibbling at some toast in small mouse-like bites, glancing at Jack in between.

She’s initially reserved around him, but as the minutes tick by – and Jack doesn’t arrest her – she starts to relax. She offers him a drink with almost childlike shyness, jumping up to put the kettle on as soon as the words are out of his mouth.

He glances to Lucy and she gives him a small smile. Be nice, she mouths. He widens his eyes at her.

Jack’s said hello to Pete in his normal way, but every now and then he notices Pete looking at him, holding his gaze longer than someone usually would. It feels like he’s been assessed, checked out, as if Jack is somehow competition.

As if there could ever be any doubt. Pete’s easy around Lucy. Dressed in jeans and a worn sweatshirt, he’s at home in this kitchen, around the dogs. Fetching milk out of the fridge for Jack’s tea, tidying away Tansy’s plate when she’s finished eating. He places a relaxed hand on Lucy’s shoulder as he talks to her, bending forward to whisper something in her ear. And she smiles, responding to him with affection.

No, the decision was right. What they did Saturday night was a mistake, and one Jack won’t be making again.

Once the tea has been made, Jack interlocks his fingers and turns to Tansy.

‘Tell me what happened with Bryce Purdie,’ he says.

She blinks, then looks to Lucy. ‘You… you said he would help me,’ she stutters.

‘And he is,’ Lucy replies, sitting next to her. ‘Jack needs to hear your side of the story. So we can work out what to do next.’ Tansy’s hesitant. ‘Tell him. Jack’s seen it all. You won’t shock him.’

Tansy looks back to him. She reminds Jack of a scared teenager, a fifteen-year-old picked up for shoplifting some make-up from Superdrug.

‘All I wanted to do was ask him,’ she begins.

‘Bryce Purdie?’

‘Yeah. See if he could deny it in person. Because he killed my mum, I know it. And he wouldn’t dare lie to my face.’

‘How can you be so sure he killed her?’

‘She was seeing someone, right? Around that time. I remember, she always got a certain way when she had a new man – spent longer on her hair, her make-up. And she was wearing the most beautiful dress that night. It was dark blue, with little silver stars, like the night sky.’ Her face clouds. ‘But he wasn’t good for her. I knew that. I wanted to meet him, and she said no. She said he was married, but they were getting divorced. He just had to pick the right time to tell her. And he had kids. Bit younger than me. That’s how I knew, right? That it was him. She’d been sleeping with Bryce Purdie and he killed her to shut her up.’

‘That’s a leap, Tansy,’ Jack says, calmly. ‘Where were you that night?’

‘I was staying at Clara’s. I didn’t know anything until the next morning, when Clara came into my bedroom, and she said… She said…’ Tears roll down her cheeks, drop unheeded onto the tabletop. ‘She said that Mum had been in an accident. That she was dead.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Jack murmurs. ‘What did Bryce Purdie say when you confronted him?’

‘He said he was sorry about Mum, but that he had never met her before that night. So I hit him. Right between the eyes, bam. And he went down, and I gave him a few kicks for good measure.’

Jack had looked up the case before he came over – the victim’s statement and the medical report were clear. Broken nose, split lip, eleven stitches across his chin. And her beating must have worked downwards, ending with two broken ribs. It was more than ‘good measure’. Grievous bodily harm sounded about right.

‘And after that?’

‘I legged it, didn’t I? There were people around us…’ – witnesses, Jack thinks – ‘so I knew they’d call an ambulance. I took Edie and I ran. I’ve been on the road ever since.’

‘Why didn’t you turn yourself in?’

She shrugs. ‘I thought that the police would look into why I beat him up. And then they’d come to the same conclusion as I did – that he killed my mum.’

‘But they didn’t.’

‘No. But you will, right?’

Jack glances to Lucy. That wasn’t part of the initial brief. ‘I’ll do my best,’ he says, vaguely. ‘What other evidence do you have that Bryce Purdie killed your mother deliberately?’

‘She was dead before the car hit her. The scene on the road was staged to make it look like an accident. He killed her, strangled her probably. Up and close. I read they like to do that.’

‘Who?’

‘Serial killers.’ Jack notices Pete’s eyebrows flick up but manages to keep his own expression impassive.

‘You think Bryce Purdie is a serial killer?’

‘I think he gets into relationships with women, and when he hasn’t got a use for them anymore, he kills them. This one was so convincing, the accident, there’s no way it was his first.’

‘And how many women has he killed?’

‘I don’t know. That’s for you to find out. But start looking, and you’ll find them. Same MO – isn’t that what you police say? And I bet he killed Nico, too.’ She points wildly at Lucy.

‘What—’ Jack begins but Lucy shakes her head quickly at him, and he lets it go.

‘Right, yes. Okay,’ Jack says, trying to draw the conversation to a close. ‘You’ve certainly given us a lot to think about. And this must be exhausting for you, Tansy. Do you want to have a sit-down in the living room and watch some TV, while Lucy and I talk?’

That must sound patronising, but Tansy doesn’t notice. She nods and says, ‘Yes, I think I will.’ Then heads off to the safety of Netflix.

After she’s gone, Jack looks at Lucy.

‘See what I mean?’ Lucy says. ‘If she speaks to the mental health team and shares those theories, there’s no way they’ll put her in custody. She’s the epitome of lacking capacity – nobody’s going to take that risk.’

‘She’ll end up in a psychiatric hospital. Are you sure she’ll appreciate that?’

‘Better that than prison. And she can get help there. That’s my hope, anyway.’

Jack leans back and stretches his arms above his head. ‘And bloody hell. That’s quite some delusion she’s got there. Are we sure she’s not correct? Not on the serial killer thing,’ he adds quickly. ‘Or whatever she’s got in her head about Nico.

But maybe Bryce Purdie did know her – your – mum?’

‘What?’ Pete exclaims, speaking up for the first time. ‘And went to the trouble of killing her?’

‘Yes, I’m sure, and no, he didn’t,’ Lucy says. ‘I did some googling before you arrived. As you know, outcomes for coroner’s inquests aren’t held online, but I managed to find a local newspaper from that time. Outcome was accidental death, and Bryce Purdie is described as an upstanding member of the community, a “local secondary school teacher, father of two” who was “distraught” to hear of Nina Holmes’s death.’ Lucy mimes speech marks around the quotes. ‘He called the emergency services as soon as he’d realised what happened, carried out initial first aid, and did everything we would expect at the scene of an accident. She’s schizophrenic, surely? Mum had it, she has it. This delusion is a symptom.’

‘I’m not a doctor—’

‘But it’s enough to call the mental health team?’

‘Maybe. If she agrees to go. And that’s a big if, Lucy. She thinks she was absolutely right to lamp that guy.’

‘But she might do it to avoid going to prison.’

‘Maybe…’ Jack begins, but Lucy’s gone into the living room to speak to her sister.

Pete gives Jack a look across the table. ‘You know what Lucy’s like. If she gets something in her head—’

‘Yeah. Don’t I know it.’ Jack turns his mug thoughtfully between his fingers. ‘How was your weekend?’ he asks, trying to make conversation in the awkward silence. ‘Lucy said you’ve been busy.’

‘Dax and I have, yeah. There’s this group… Load of nutters, I think. Like to have a go at empty houses and sheds. See what they can steal. Perfect for us, as long as we’re not too far behind them.’

‘What makes you think they’re from the same group?’

‘The spray paint. ACAB,’ Pete says with a wrinkle of his nose. ‘Either that or 1312, from the more creative of the few.’

All cops are bastards. Sometimes represented by the corresponding positions of the initials in the alphabet. Jack’s seen it around, more prevalent since the 2020 murder of George Floyd in the US, but it’s been quiet in recent years.

‘What’s ripping off a few houses and sheds got to do with the police force?’ Jack asks, and Pete shrugs.

‘Fuck knows, but we’ve caught more than a few of them. With some strategically placed holes in their arms as a result. Makes Dax happy.’

‘Good to hear it,’ Jack says, with a smile. He replaces the mug on the table. ‘Need to use the bathroom.’

‘Upstairs,’ Pete says, as if Jack doesn’t know. Pete is marking his territory so enthusiastically, he might as well have been pissing on the sofa.

Jack does what he needs to do, and on the way back downstairs, he peers through the doorway of Lucy’s spare room. The covers have been thrown back, and a huge rucksack lies to the side, brightly coloured clothes spewing from the open top.

‘I’m not exactly tidy,’ a voice says, and Jack turns, almost bumping into Tansy. He hadn’t heard her creep up the stairs, and she’s standing directly in front of him. He takes a step back. She smiles and takes one forward.

‘You like Lucy, don’t you?’

He blinks at her. ‘We’re friends, yes—’

‘You’d like to be more than friends. I can see it when you talk to her.’

‘No. That’s all it is—’

‘I look a bit like Lucy, don’t I?’

She looks down almost coquettishly, a woman in her late twenties acting the ingénue.

‘Tansy, I think we should go downstairs.’

‘Are you single? I don’t see a wedding ring.’

‘I am, but—’

‘If you help me, I can help you?’ She raises her eyebrows suggestively.

‘That’s not what’s going to happen—’

‘Well, that is a pity. Because you’re super hot.’ And she reaches forward, grabbing his crotch.

Jack jumps as if he’s been stung. ‘Tansy! No.’ And at that, his phone rings, saving him. Tansy backs away as he answers it while heading downstairs quickly, before she tries anything again.

Jack listens to Amrit, then hangs up, going to find Lucy where she’s talking to Pete in the kitchen.

‘Lucy, I’ve got to head off. They’ve arrested Declan Cox.’

‘Yes, of course, go.’

But he hesitates. ‘Listen, upstairs, just now. Tansy came on to me.’

Her eyes widen. ‘She did what?’

‘It was nothing. In passing. I said no, that was it. But I wanted to tell you, in case she mentions it.’

Lucy looks over Jack’s shoulder to where Tansy’s standing nervously in the doorway. And Jack’s never seen Lucy look so mad.

For someone so small, she’s terrifying. Her jaw tensed, her eyes staring with such intensity that Tansy might spontaneously combust.

‘How dare you,’ she spits.

‘I’m sorry…’ Jack begins but Lucy cuts him off.

‘Not you,’ she says, anger punctuating every word. ‘You.’ She stabs a finger at Tansy. ‘We’re doing our best to help you, and all you can do is try to seduce my friend?’

Tansy’s gone bright red. ‘I just thought—’

‘Thought what?’

‘That he might help me if—’

‘If what? Oh, fucking hell, Tansy. No. This is not how the world works. You do not offer sexual favours to someone you’ve just met.’

Jack could not feel more uncomfortable. How has he ended up in the middle of this? He glances to Pete. He’s watching his girlfriend in silence, his brow furrowed.

‘I’ve got to go,’ Jack says again.

‘Yes, do. I’m sorry, Jack. I’ll call you later.’

‘It’s fine, really.’

Jack hurries to the front door, past Lucy, past Tansy. And it’s only when he’s standing by his car that he realises Pete must have followed him. He’s standing in the hallway, waiting for Jack to leave.

Pete’s motionless for a moment, then, head down, he backs away.

The front door closes, and Jack’s alone. Knowing that, somehow, all he’s done is make things worse. For everyone.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Arresting Declan Cox was simple in the end. He’d arrived back home that morning, under the watchful gaze of two PCs in an unmarked police car, and was arrested on the spot. He’s quiet, but cooperative, and now sits in the formal interview room, nursing a takeaway cup of coffee, his solicitor by his side.

In the meantime, Vaughn’s plane was on time so he’s there, keen to get involved. He goes in first, Jack following.

‘Declan,’ Jack begins. ‘This is DI Oscar Vaughn. As you know, I am DCI Jack Ellis.’

Declan nods a greeting. Head bent, shadows under his eyes, skin grey; he looks awful.

Jack starts the recording. They sit down and do the formalities: introductions for the tape, the caution.

‘Murder?’ the solicitor begins. ‘I thought Mr Cox had been cleared of all previous accusations. He has an alibi.’

‘Aye, he has,’ Vaughn says, taking the lead, his Geordie burr soft in the sharp edges of the interview room. ‘But this is about a different murder. Please could you begin by telling us where you were on Saturday the seventh of September.’

‘What’s this in regard to?’ the solicitor asks again.

Vaughn ignores the question. ‘Mr Cox? Where were you on Saturday night?’

Declan pales. ‘I was visiting Brett Thompson.’

Vaughn exchanges glances with Jack. They hadn’t thought it would be this easy. ‘What did you discuss with Brett Thompson?’

The solicitor sits forward in her seat. ‘I’d like a word with my client.’

‘I wanted to talk to him about Lauren. Their affair. And whether he killed her.’

‘And did he?’

‘Detectives!’ the solicitor barks. ‘A break, please.’

Declan continues, in a calm monotone. ‘He said he didn’t.’

‘Your client seems happy to talk. Did you believe him, Declan?’

‘No.’

‘Did you kill him?’

And that’s when Declan looks Jack right in the eye. ‘No. And now I’d like some time with my solicitor.’

‘Interview paused at eleven fifteen,’ Vaughn says and shuts off the recording.

Jack leaves, Vaughn following. In the corridor, they stop.

‘Is he always like this?’ Vaughn asks. ‘He looks like he’s in shock.’

‘He’s normally fairly emotional.’ Jack peers in through the window in the door. Declan’s staring at the tabletop, his hands laced together in his lap. ‘This does seem odd. He said no, though. He’s not confessing.’

‘And yet, we know he was there.’ Since the positive DNA result, Vaughn’s team have been working hard. Vaughn updated Jack first thing: Declan Cox’s car was found on ANPR at multiple motorway services, then again in a few car parks around Newcastle. According to their records, Declan drove up on Friday night, then back again Sunday morning. ‘And the fact he’s now chatting to his solicitor would indicate he’s got something to hide.’

‘Detectives?’ the solicitor says, sticking her head out of the interview room. ‘We’re ready for you.’

Jack and Vaughn file back in; Declan’s now got a page of A4 paper in his hand, the sheet wobbling.

They sit down, restart the tape.

‘My client has a statement he would like to share with you.’

‘Please,’ Vaughn says.

‘On Saturday night, at approximately eight p.m., I went to see Brett Thompson at home. We had a few drinks together and then I left at half-ten and went back to my hotel. When I left, Brett Thompson was fit and well. I was not involved in his death.’

Vaughn and Jack exchange a quick look. Interesting.

‘Where have you been since Newcastle?’ Jack asks.

‘My client will answer no further questions at this—’

‘No, it’s okay,’ Declan says. ‘I want to be honest.’ He turns to Jack. ‘I saw in the papers that Brett had been killed and I panicked. I knew you’d be looking for me so I drove around all night. But I’m tired,’ he adds in a weak voice.

‘What did you discuss with Brett that night?’ Vaughn asks again.

‘We talked about Lauren. Finding her body last week raised questions for me. I know they were sleeping together. I wanted to ask him about it.’

‘So you confronted him, you argued and you killed him.’

‘No.’

‘We know it wasn’t premeditated, Declan. No one would blame you for losing your temper with the man that had been sleeping with your wife before she died.’

‘That isn’t what happened.’

‘Why did you think Brett had killed her?’

Declan shrugs, weakly. ‘Crime of passion. I didn’t do it. Maggie didn’t. Who else was there?’

‘You tell me? Who else?’

‘Isn’t that your job?’ He turns to Jack. ‘How is the murder investigation going? Caught anyone yet?’

Jack finds Declan’s almost catatonic manner strange. He wants to get the truth out of the man. He wants emotion, he wants a reaction. And he knows one sure way to do it.

‘What would you say if we told you we think Lauren is alive?’

Declan gawps at Jack. ‘She… what…? But…?’ He stutters for a moment, looking between Jack and Vaughn with confusion. ‘But you found her body?’

‘The DNA tests came back. It isn’t her.’

‘Who is it?’

‘A woman called Jazmine Woodward,’ Jack says. ‘Did you know her?’

‘Jazz, yes. She worked with Lauren. She’s dead?’

‘Yes. Were they friends?’

‘Through work. She’d been over to the house a few times. So if Lauren’s not dead, where is she?’

‘You tell us, Declan,’ Vaughn says. ‘She’s your wife.’

‘But… I… I don’t know!’ Declan starts crying. ‘I can’t believe it. Lauren’s alive? How do you know?’

‘We don’t know for sure. But we’re looking for her.’

‘Can I see her? When you find her?’

‘Of course,’ Jack says softly. He’s got the reaction he wanted. Declan’s openly weeping now, his hands shaking as he covers his face.

‘I can’t believe… Why would she leave me?’ he sobs. ‘For ten years.’

‘I think my client would benefit from a break,’ the solicitor says, sternly, and Jack and Vaughn turn off the tape and leave.

‘He didn’t know,’ Vaughn says. ‘I honestly thought this was some plot between Declan and Lauren, but nobody is that good an actor.’

‘No, that’s a husband in shock because his wife is alive.’ Jack ponders it for a moment. ‘Do you think he killed Brett Thompson?’

‘I hate to say it, but I don’t think he did. Still, it seems odd that someone would make a six-hour drive, twice, to go for drinks with an old mate.’

Jack’s about to answer when Amrit comes hurrying down the corridor. She stops, surprised, when she sees Jack and Vaughn outside the interview room.

‘We don’t think he did it,’ Jack explains. ‘And he certainly didn’t know that Lauren was alive.’

Amrit grins, brandishing a piece of paper. ‘Declan may not have known,’ she says. ‘But Maggie Shaw definitely did.’
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

The slam of the door to the spare room marks the end of the conversation. Pete returns from the hallway.

‘Jack’s gone,’ he says. ‘Tansy upstairs?’

‘Stormed off like a fucking teenager.’

‘You were pretty hard on the girl. She’s not had the best start in life – undiagnosed mental disorders aside, her mum died when she was a child and it sounds like she’s had more than a few scary run-ins with the police. Who knows what was going on in her head with Jack up there.’

Lucy feels awful. But when Jack told her, she lost it. Maybe it was misplaced worry, maybe it was good old-fashioned jealousy, but something had snapped.

‘I overreacted,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just tired.’

Pete nods. ‘As long as that’s all it was. And it’s not me you should be apologising to.’ Pete sighs, scrubbing his hand across his chin. ‘I’ve got to go to work. Are you on lates?’

‘Yes, I need to walk the dogs then I’ll head in. I’ll see you there.’

Pete gives her a quick kiss then leaves; Lucy trudges upstairs to the spare room, knocking gently on the door and opening it.

Tansy’s in bed, under the covers. Her face is blotchy, her eyes red as she looks up at Lucy.

‘I’m sorry,’ she blurts out. ‘I shouldn’t have—’

‘No, it was my fault,’ Lucy says, sitting gently on the edge of the bed. ‘I was too hard on you back then. I want to help.’

‘Is your friend going to arrest me?’

‘No. But you can’t stay here forever. I’m going to take the dogs out, and when I get back, we need to sit down and make some decisions. Is that okay?’ Tansy nods. ‘Do you want to come? A bit of fresh air might do you good?’

‘No, I’ll stay here. I’m knackered. I might have another sleep.’

‘No problem. See you in a bit.’

Reassured, Lucy goes back to her dogs. After fitting Moss and Iggy into their harnesses, and clipping a lead to Edie’s collar, Lucy marches away from the house towards the New Forest, taking a deep breath of cool fresh air. What a mess she’s made of things.

What happened between her and Jack was a lapse in judgement. An error, no more, and one that would not be repeated. Now in the woods, she bends down and lets the dogs off their leads, raising her face to the sunshine.

It’s a beautiful day. Light splinters through branches; there’s barely a cloud in the sky. The trees are on the edge of turning, the mass of bright green now tinged with orange and red. Her favourite time of year, cosy evenings in front of the fire, pleased to have someone to share it with.

A flurry of cackling and crashing bursts from a hedge as two pheasants flee skywards. Two stray birds, forgotten after shooting season, followed by Moss, mouth open wide, as if he’s smiling.

‘You love this, don’t you, hound,’ she says, bending down to give him a scratch, laughing as he springs away, tail wagging, in search of his next quarry.

She wishes life could be as simple for her as it is for her dogs. That love could be straightforward, untangled from things like children, and marriage. Not to mention too much alcohol and suddenly attractive male friends.

But life doesn’t have to be this complicated, she resolves, taking a turn down the path. She needs to be brave. She can have the conversation with Pete. And if he wants kids, as she’s sure he does, they can make that decision together. And if they break up as a result, so be it. She’s survived worse, she can do it again.

Lucy makes a turn for home restored, back straight. She’s not a city girl – at least she knows one thing for sure. She loves the outdoors and her dogs – there’s nowhere she would rather live.

She towels down the dogs, putting Moss and Iggy in their kennels and leaving Edie in her bed in the kitchen. In her socks, she pads up to the hallway. The door to the spare bedroom is shut, and she puts her ear close to the wood. Nothing. Letting Tansy sleep, she heads downstairs.

She boils the kettle, makes coffee. Puts bread in the toaster, gets the peanut butter down from the shelf. While she waits, she considers the day ahead. First off, call someone at the station to come and arrest Tansy. The best PC she knows, maybe Roberts or Taylor? Start the ball rolling.

Then while the wheels of bureaucracy are turning, she can take the dogs and start work. She’ll get them to call her once Tansy’s checked in; she can speak to the custody sergeant, ask him to contact the mental health team. Tansy will be in good hands. She trusts these guys. Always has.

She opens her laptop, logs in and checks her emails and taskings. Back to Bracken House, it looks like. Her and Moss. She thinks about Jack, wonders about the development in the case that has her going out there again. Hopes he’s okay after earlier, and with that in mind, she looks up. To the spare bedroom above. Still quiet.

Midday. She needs to get moving. She puts the kettle on again, makes a mug of coffee for her sister, then carries it carefully up the stairs. She knocks once. Nothing. Lucy squints at the closed door. She might be a heavy sleeper; she might wear earplugs. She knocks again, and this time pushes down the handle.

‘Hope you’re okay—’ she begins, but the words freeze on her lips.

The bed is rumpled, the pillows askew. Tansy has gone.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

The detectives have swapped out, and so has the suspect. Another arrest, for obstructing police in the line of duty, and Maggie Shaw is none too happy about it. She sits, silent, in the interview room, her arms folded across her chest, her head down. Jack and Amrit watch her through the video feed. Every now and again her solicitor says something to her but otherwise they sit in silence.

Jack keeps her waiting a moment longer, then gestures to Amrit, and in they go.

Maggie looks up when they arrive, glaring under lowered brows. Amrit places the file on the table with a manufactured clunk, the beige outer having been loaded with extra sheets to make it look like they have more on her than they do.

Jack turns the recording equipment on, makes the introductions. Maggie glares.

‘What’s this concerning?’ the solicitor asks. ‘Obstruct police feels like an excuse to get my client in here.’

‘Would you like us to change it to perverting the course of justice?’

The solicitor sighs. ‘What do you think my client has done?’

Jack turns to Maggie. ‘Where is Lauren?’

‘In the mortuary, I assume,’ she replies, emotionless.

‘But she’s not. The woman we dug up from the bottom of the garden at Bracken House is Jazmine Woodward, not Lauren Shaw.’ Maggie doesn’t even blink. ‘But you knew that, didn’t you?’

‘I don’t know anyone called Jazmine Woodward.’

‘That’s not what I asked. Where is Lauren? Where is your sister?’

‘No comment.’

Jack nods slowly, then glances to Amrit, who takes two sheets of paper out of the file and pushes them across to Maggie.

‘When Lauren was assumed dead and we were investigating her murder, we got the bank records for both her and the trust your father put in motion when he died. And where there was nothing suspicious in Lauren’s account – that money hasn’t been touched in a decade – we did find something odd in the trust.’ Jack points at the lines highlighted in yellow. ‘Regular transfers. Some out to you, but others to a mysterious account. So we looked deeper.’

Another printout, pushed across the table.

‘This account is also in your name, but cash withdrawals are made all around the country. It seemed odd, so we followed up with the banks, looking for video footage from the cash machines where this money was taken out. And do you know what we found?’

‘Do enlighten me,’ Maggie says, wearily.

‘Your sister.’

Amrit takes photos from the file. They’re grainy monochrome, but the woman withdrawing cash is unmistakably Lauren Shaw.

‘You’ve been helping Lauren. But what we don’t know is why?’

Maggie glares. ‘No comment.’

‘Where is Lauren now, Maggie?’

‘No comment.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us when we found the body?’

‘No comment.’

‘Did you kill Jazmine Woodward?’

‘I told you, I don’t know who that is.’

‘Because it makes sense that either you or Lauren are behind it. One of you kills Jazmine – my guess is Lauren, since she’s the one that’s running. You bury the body. And then you help Lauren hide for the next ten years. How does that sound to you?’

‘No comment.’

‘Do you know where Lauren was on Saturday?’

Maggie’s gaze flickers up. Maggie and Brett are divorced, but she’s still registered as Brett’s next of kin, so was notified of his death on Sunday. The local force said that she received the news apathetically, but now Jack’s caught her interest.

‘She was in Newcastle. See here?’ Jack points to the most recent photo. ‘This was taken at four thirty-three in the afternoon. From the Nationwide in Newcastle city centre. And the next thing we know, her DNA is found on a glass at Brett Thompson’s house. She was drinking with him before he died. Before he was murdered, Maggie.’

‘Is there a question in there?’ Maggie bites back.

‘Did you know your sister was going to kill your ex-husband?’

‘No comment.’

‘Did you conspire with your sister to kill Brett?’

‘No comment.’

‘Why has Lauren been hiding from us, Maggie?’

‘No comment.’

‘Where is Lauren now?’

‘No comment.’

Jack sits back, frustrated. Amrit takes over.

‘Look, Maggie. We understand you want to protect your sister, but this has gone too far. You’re going to be charged with the obstruction of police in the line of duty, but if you continue on this track then we’re going to have to add assisting an offender into the mix too. And that could mean jail time. Is that what you want?’

‘No comment.’

Jack stands up, his chair scraping against the lino.

‘Interview concluded fifteen twenty-seven,’ he says, and he stalks out of the room.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Jack wants Maggie Shaw released from custody and the team are unhappy.

‘If anyone’s going to lead us to Lauren Shaw, it’ll be her,’ he explains.

‘Either that, or she’ll go to ground and then we’ll have lost two suspects,’ Amrit argues.

‘Look, Raj is tracking her mobile number, and we can keep an eye on all her bank accounts. She can’t go far.’

‘I have to agree with Jack,’ Vaughn says. ‘The most likely outcome from here is that Maggie will get in touch with her sister. She’ll use her mobile, or she might get savvy and use a payphone. Either way, we can keep tabs on her. Watch where she goes.’

Amrit’s still not convinced. ‘We don’t have time to get a proper surveillance op going. And she knows all of us.’

‘She doesn’t know me.’ Vaughn grins. ‘And I’ve done my fair share of grunt work. I’ll follow her.’

‘There you go,’ Jack says. ‘Problem solved. We’ll release her in the next hour. Anything you need to do first?’ he says to Vaughn, and he nods.

‘Later,’ he confirms. ‘But first, my tech team have come through on the phone we found at Brett Thompson’s house. The old one? It belonged to Jazmine Woodward.’

Jack’s stunned. He expected a connection between them, but he didn’t expect it to be as blatant as this. ‘You’re kidding,’ he says.

‘Nope. We’re hoping for a full report about what’s on there by the end of the day.’

‘Brilliant. Emma – did you manage to track down any more of those cashpoints?’

‘Yes, and it looks like the majority of the withdrawals were made from London. In the early days, she seemed to stick more to the tourist spots – Covent Garden, Oxford Street…’

‘Trying to blend in?’

‘That’s my guess. But over the years it’s clear that she’s been living in certain places. Mitcham in 2016, Catford from 2017 to 2019.’

‘And lately?’ Jack asks.

‘That’s where I’m unsure. The withdrawals have been larger, so more spaced out. And more scattered. Mostly London. But one in Leeds, one in Manchester. And the one in Newcastle, as we know. Nothing since Saturday.’

Jack frowns. ‘Drats. Still, excellent work. Keep an eye on it. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Amrit – any news from the house search? I’m assuming Lucy and Moss have been at it for a few hours now?’

‘Ah, yes. Bad news on that, I’m afraid. The PolSA called. He said that Lucy’s had a family emergency and has bailed.’ Amrit looks concerned. ‘Any idea what that’s about?’

‘Some,’ Jack replies. Things with Tansy not going as planned, it seems.

So the house search will have to wait. Hopefully tomorrow, and by that point maybe they’ll have Lauren in custody, providing all the answers. They can only hope.

‘Do you want to pop out?’ Jack says to Vaughn. ‘Get the essentials for the undercover op?’

Junk food and sugary drinks, he means, and Vaughn smiles.

‘I’ll be back in half an hour,’ he says. ‘Keep me informed.’

Everyone watches as he goes. Jack’s enjoying having him here, he likes Vaughn’s energy. And he gets on well with the team.

‘Sure you don’t want to go with him?’ Phil says, directing his comment to Amrit. ‘Oh, no. He’s married. That’s one you won’t be able to fuck.’

The air stills, as if sucked out by a black hole. Amrit goes red. Stunned, Jack stares at Phil.

‘What…’ Jack says slowly, ‘…did you say?’

Phil knows he’s overstepped. He flushes, backtracking fast. ‘It was a joke. You know, cos she’s been with half the guys at the station.’

‘Two!’ Amrit shouts. ‘I’ve been out with two men from the nick.’

‘Well. It’s a lot. You’ve got a name for yourself—’

‘Phil. Get in my office. Now.’

‘But boss—’

‘Now.’ Jack has to concentrate to keep his voice low. Phil throws himself to his feet, stomping off to Jack’s office. Jack faces Amrit. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Do you see what I mean?’ she says, close to tears. ‘It’s been like this all week. I can’t… I can’t work with him.’ Emma’s by her side, offering tissues.

‘Take your time,’ Jack says. ‘I’ll deal with this.’

He pauses for a moment, waiting as Amrit leaves with Emma, no doubt heading to the women’s toilets for a pep talk.

Phil is now sitting in his office, back to the door. His shoulders are hunched. Shit. They’re in the middle of two murder investigations and his DC is acting like a dickhead.

Jack squares his shoulders and goes inside, closing the door behind him and taking a seat on the other side of the desk without a word. Phil’s flushed, but his jaw is set. He doesn’t seem contrite.

‘Phil,’ Jack begins. ‘What on earth was that?’

‘It was banter, that’s all. Women nowadays, they can’t take a joke.’

‘That wasn’t a joke. Amrit’s personal life is none of your business.’

‘Oh, come on. I was only saying what we’re all thinking. First Raj. Now Gus. She won’t even go down to the digital team now. What happens when she splits up with Gus. Does that mean intel won’t work with us either?’

‘That was a display of complete and utter disrespect. She’s your sergeant—’

‘She’s just Amrit.’

‘She’s your sergeant,’ Jack continues, his voice louder. ‘And as such, you treat her with respect. You do what she says. You don’t argue. And you certainly don’t make comments like that. To her or to any other woman.’

‘What do you mean? Has Emma said something to you?’

‘Emma? Should she have?’

‘No, no,’ Phil blusters. ‘I… We were joking around. And I asked her out. She said no, and I asked why not, and she got pissy with me. I’ve seen her out on a Saturday night. Giving it large at the clubs. Why shouldn’t she offer some to those closer to home?’

Jack stares at him, his head tilted, mouth open. ‘Offer. Some?’ he recites slowly.

‘Yeah, sleep with me. Why not?’

‘Because it’s up to her. And she’s your colleague. She should be able to get through the day at work without being harassed by you. Jesus Christ, Phil.’ Jack runs his hand through his hair. ‘You should know better, you’ve had training on this. Go home. Stay home. I’ll be in touch.’

Phil jumps to his feet like he’s been stung. ‘You’re not suspending me!’

‘I’m not, no. Not yet. I need to speak to PSD.’

‘Not professional standards! They’ll serve me papers!’

‘We have to go through the proper channels. Because this, Phil… This is not good. Go home. Have a long think. How would you like it if someone said something like that to your ex-wife? To Rachel.’

This is clearly the wrong thing to say. ‘That slut? Nobody wants to touch her with a bargepole. Bitter old bitch.’

‘Go home, Phil. Now.’

And with that Phil storms out of Jack’s office, grabbing his bag and slamming the door to the incident room behind him.

Jack tilts back in his chair, his hands resting on top of his head. ‘Shit,’ he mutters.

How has it come to this? Phil’s had a hard time with the divorce but it was his actions – his dalliance with a prostitute on a stag do to Amsterdam – that had killed his marriage. His ex-wife had merely done what any self-respecting woman would do and kicked him to the kerb. Jack didn’t expect this level of… of what? Misogyny, that’s what it was. All Jack can think about is Wayne Couzens and the resulting Angiolini Inquiry. Have they learned nothing since Sarah Everard’s murder? It won’t happen again, especially not on his watch.

Amrit and Emma tentatively poke their heads into the office. Jack goes out to meet them.

‘Phil’s gone home,’ Jack says, and Amrit looks relieved.

‘You’ve suspended him?’

‘Not yet. I need to speak to PSD. But it’s looking likely. Amrit – they’ll probably want a statement from you if that’s okay. And Emma – same. I heard he asked you out.’

Emma flushes. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault. Either of you. And I can only apologise that it’s been going on this long. You have my word: Phil will be dealt with now.’ He lets out a long breath and leans back on the desk. ‘The only problem is we’re deep in the middle of a murder case and we’re short on numbers as it is. Amrit – can you pick up what Phil was working on?’

‘I think so. It shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘Thank you. And I’ll do my best to get some resource transferred in. As soon as I can.’

They all go back to their desks, Amrit and Emma cracking on with the case. Jack picks up the phone. He has some calls to make. And none of it is good.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Phil drives home, furious. One little joke and his whole future is in jeopardy. How dare Jack take their side?

All through the drive home a little voice has been talking in his head. You’ve always liked Jack. Respected him. Perhaps you should listen to him now?

Pah! He ignores the niggle, and parks up outside his house, flinging himself through the door and slamming it behind him. He wants to get drunk. He wants to fuck. Anything other than this horrible gnawing emptiness he feels inside. His DCI might not care, but he knows who will empathise.

He grabs a beer out of the fridge, pops the cap and sits down in front of his computer. He’s left it running; up until the early hours, he was checking out the message boards, looking to see which of his comments had been upvoted or replied to. This is one community he feels a part of. His brothers-in-arms.

He logs on, clicks to his favourite chat room and reads everything that’s been going on since last night. The rhetoric is the same as usual. Women are sluts. Women are whores. They need to take back the power that women have stolen.

He opens a new chat box, typing out what happened that day. He’s aware he has to be careful. Paranoia is rife. The last thing he needs is to be blocked because someone thinks he’s a normie out to expose them; police are not welcome.

My bitch boss got me suspended. All because I made a little joke, he types, and presses return.

The responses come back almost immediately.


Where does she live? Let’s doxx the bitch.



Phil reads their words intently, trying to remember Amrit’s address, knowing how the guys can make her life difficult by posting her personal details online. That’ll teach her. She’ll be so busy fielding fake sign-ups and food deliveries and defending her hacked social media profiles that she won’t have time to whinge about him. He tries for a smile, but it feels forced. Their suggestions for revenge aren’t hitting home, aren’t as satisfying as he thought they would be.

The messages continue:


Break in there late at night. Show her who’s boss.




Stalk her on her way home. Knock her around. Scare the shit out of
her.




Rape her. Make her scream.



One sends a video – explicit porn, an act that churns Phil’s stomach. Certainly nothing he wants to do.

He clicks away, to the menu of threads. Should women be considered human? How to psych yourself up to feel entitled to rape. Share your sickest fantasies and when you’re going to do them.

Slowly, Phil removes his hands from the keyboard. Saliva fills his mouth. He swallows and takes a gulp of his beer, but it doesn’t assuage his roiling stomach. This is Amrit they’re talking about. A friend, a trusted colleague. The only person who knows he likes his coffee with two teaspoonfuls of instant. The only phone call when Rachel left him.

The thought of doing all this to her – it suddenly makes him sick. With a shaking hand, he scrolls up the thread. The discussion of the day has been the usual thing – wives leaving them, taking their children away – but for the first time he sees the truth.

He thought he was part of something bigger. A noble cause, a common purpose, blazing the way for men of the future. When in reality he was just lonely. None of these people know him. None of them care.

He takes in his empty house. The space he hasn’t bothered to furnish, convinced that his wife is going to come back. But why should she? He cheated on her. He’s a loser, and soon he won’t even have a job.

His thoughts turn to Brett Thompson.

Phil’s read the briefing notes. Brett was one of them, but worse. He actively went after women, drugged them, filmed them, and posted his stories and videos on the group. All for what? Approval? Status? So he could get laid, once in a while?

Phil’s seen their posts with his own eyes, but before this point, he’d never made the connection between BritishTelecom1979 and the man they were investigating.

But now Phil’s certain. There must be something he can do. A way to put this right.
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CHAPTER SIXTY

Hours later, Lucy has made zero progress.

She’s phoned Clara in Newcastle, even tried her dad, but neither of them has heard from Tansy. She’s paced up and down her street, spoken to the neighbours, got in her car and driven around for hours. She even took Iggy out at the beginning, to see if he could track her but it had been too long, the pavements too well trodden; the scent had disappeared along with her sister.

Tansy has gone, and it’s her fault.

‘I shouldn’t have been so mean to her,’ Lucy says to Pete when he calls back.

‘You were trying to help. She had to know that.’

‘But she was so scared and alone. And all I could talk about was getting her arrested.’

‘Have you reported her missing?’

‘What good’s that going to do? Tansy’s an adult, she wasn’t self-harming, wasn’t a risk to herself.’

‘Maybe she’s a risk to Bryce Purdie?’

‘I can’t imagine she’s going to go after him again. No, you and Jack would just get into trouble for not transferring her into custody when we could. And that’s the last thing I want to do.’

Pete stays silent. She didn’t expect him to reassure her, there’s nothing he can say.

‘But she’s left you with her dog?’

‘Yeah.’ Lucy looks at poor old Edie. ‘I’ll take her to the vet tomorrow. See if she’s microchipped. That might give us some clues.’

‘Assuming she’s not stolen.’

‘Oh, shit, Pete. Do you think she is? I wouldn’t put it past Tansy.’ The dog looks up balefully. ‘Is there a nice owner out there, wondering where you’ve gone? Poor old girl.’

‘Are you coming around tonight? I’ve got an early shift tomorrow with the dogs, I can’t stay at yours.’

‘I’m shit company, Pete. And Tansy might come back. I’ll stay here.’

A pause. ‘Are you sure?’

It’s the wrong answer, but all she wants to do is retreat to her sofa with her dogs. All of them, Edie included. Stay there until the world quietens.

‘Yes, I’m sorry, Pete.’

‘It’s fine. And don’t beat yourself up about Tansy. She’s had twenty-something years of being on her own. One night with you wasn’t going to change that.’ Another pause. ‘I love you.’

‘I love you, too.’

‘See you tomorrow.’

Pete hangs up, leaving her feeling worse. He senses distance from her. He’s not stupid, he knows something’s up. But she hasn’t got the strength nor the emotional resilience to deal with a tough conversation and an inevitable break-up now.

Next to her, Moss grunts in his sleep, and Edie looks up from her bed, inquisitive, then gracefully taps her way across to Lucy, resting her head in her lap. She looks up with Labrador eyes, her features betraying her parentage. Lurchers are mongrels: a cross-breed resulting from mating a greyhound with another type of dog. They’re most commonly part-terrier, and were historically used as hunting dogs, a mixture of speed and intelligence.

But Edie is reaching her twilight years, something Lucy can tell by the greying around her snout. She’s calmer and slower than Moss and Iggy.

Edie seems like a good dog, but there’s no way Lucy can take another. Two working dogs are enough for anyone, and a weary old hound isn’t compatible with two high-energy nightmares like Iggy and Moss. But she’ll find Edie a good home. Where she can sleep and be happy. Lucy can’t imagine a life with Tansy has been restful.

Lucy peers at the fridge, but she knows there’s no alcohol in there and the last thing she should be doing in this frame of mind is drinking. Her previous binge didn’t come without its problems, and she has no desire to get into that habit. She may look like her mother, but no future is predestined. It is possible to change.

With that mantra echoing in her mind, she calls the dogs, and together they head into the living room. Moss takes his usual spot in the crook of her arm, resting his head on her chest, and Lucy curls up on the sofa next to two bundles of warm fur.

And there she stays, until the sky gets dark.


OceanofPDF.com



CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

Jack works late. He tells Amrit and Emma to go home. Vaughn’s currently parked outside Maggie’s house, and Jack enjoys the peace and quiet of the office. A fresh mug of tea at his side, only the bustle of the cleaners to disturb him.

He rakes through the facts of the case.

Jazmine Woodward, thirty-one, dead, probably murdered around the same time that Lauren went missing. Worked in the same law firm as Lauren and Brett. Buried in Lauren’s garden. Brett knew her intimately – he’d videoed them having sex and he had her phone. Does that mean he killed her?

Lauren Shaw – missing, but very much alive and known to have been with Brett Thompson the night he was murdered. Did she kill Brett? And if so, why? What has she been hiding from all these years?

Next up, Declan Cox. Currently under arrest and residing in Hampshire’s finest. Unwitting beleaguered husband, or sociopathic merciless killer? Has Lauren been running from him?

And finally, Maggie Shaw. Loving sister to Lauren. Dedicated enough to send Lauren money all this time. Prepared to risk a jail sentence, but why? Looking at the accounts, it wasn’t for the money. Maggie’s barely withdrawn anything out of the trust for her own gains, and the house has sat untouched for ten years.

All these people, these suspects. Who’s telling the truth? The fact of the matter is two people have been killed and are lying cold in the mortuary. Two murders – three hundred miles apart, but there’s no doubt in Jack’s mind that they’re connected.

And then there’s the sexual assaults. From Southampton to Newcastle, and who knows where else in between. Where do they all fit into this? Brett Thompson was sleeping with a lot of women, and recording them without their consent, there’s no doubt about that. Not to mention Zoe Cartwright, his rape victim up in Newcastle. Jack’s sure that wasn’t an isolated incident; Brett’s unlikely to have started there, but it’s not as if they can wake him up and ask. He’s not talking now.

Jack leans back in his chair, frustrated. He stretches. He knows that only good old-fashioned police work will get them there, but he doesn’t look forward to the endless sifting through traffic cameras and ANPR, waiting for the digital team in Newcastle to come back on what they’ve found on Brett’s laptop, painstakingly matching each video back to each woman. And Jazmine’s phone. Who knows what’s on there.

He looks out into the office as the door opens, and Phil steps inside. PSD hadn’t made much headway earlier, merely inviting Amrit and Emma in for formal statements the next day, and Jack doesn’t want a confrontation. But Phil’s manner seems different. Head down, hands fidgeting as he approaches, he seems contrite rather than bullish. He steps up to the doorway of Jack’s office and knocks against the frame.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘I know I shouldn’t be here but I need to talk to you.’

‘Come in, sit down.’

Phil does as he’s told, fidgeting with the cuffs on his hoodie. He looks like he wants to retreat inside, anything but be here.

‘What’s on your mind, Phil?’ Jack asks gently.

‘What I said to Amrit… That wasn’t me. I mean, it was me, but that’s not something I do. I like Amrit, she’s a good sergeant, better than I’ll ever be, but I was jealous, I was—’

He stops abruptly.

‘Go on?’

‘There’s this group. Online. After Rachel left me, I was so miserable, but also angry. I needed someone who would understand. So I did a search, and I found this group, this chat room. It was such a great release. They were talking about how hard it is for men. How it’s all about the women at the moment, all the #METOO BULLSHIT, AND NO ONE WANTS TO EVEN CONSIDER THAT MAYBE MEN ARE HAVING A HARD TIME. SO I STARTED TALKING TO SOME OF THESE GUYS, AND THEY INVITED ME INTO ANOTHER CHAT ROOM, MEMBERS ONLY.’ HE SHRUGS. ‘I FELT SPECIAL. THEY LIKED ME.’

‘What are they called?’ Jack asks, his mouth dry. He takes a sip from his cold tea, frowns, swallows.

‘Men First. They were talking about how men are important, and how we need to take care of ourselves, and I agreed with them. Until—’

‘Until what?’

Phil looks up, meeting Jack’s gaze. He looks on the edge of tears. ‘I haven’t done any of that stuff, I swear. They talked about how to get women to sleep with you. How to charm them, seem confident. Tricks and tips, you know. And it was good. I went out a few times, tried it out. And the women, they like it. They liked me. But then it got… It got dodgy. They started discussing what to do if women weren’t interested. If they mugged you off. And they were talking about drugs. Which are the good ones, where to get them from.’

Jack leans forward. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’

‘I wanted to, but I guess… I was caught up in it. They were my friends. And I… I’m lonely. But something about it – it reminded me of the case. So tonight, after you… After I got home, I did some digging around all the different chat groups, all the threads. And I found loads of posts from BritishTelecom1979. From Brett.’

Jack nods. ‘Okay?’

‘Well, he was posting about how he picks up women. He looks for ones that are alone, or drunk. Vulnerable women. And he befriends them, then puts Rohypnol in their drinks. Takes them home. Has sex with them. And here’s the thing – he films it. It’s definitely Brett.’

‘He shared that?’

‘Not at first, but one of the other men questioned it. Said they didn’t believe him. And he posted three of the videos. You can’t see his face but it’s definitely the same as the ones found on Brett Thompson’s laptop.’

Phil places printouts in front of Jack. Stills from the video, grainy and black-and-white. Threads from the message boards. Jack scans the information – endless lines of text, but all talking about ‘bitches’ and how they need to ‘put out’, ‘get what they deserve’. Hatred and misogyny, spilling on the page.

‘And that’s not all,’ Phil says. ‘This one here,’ he points, ‘he posted it on Saturday night, but I’ve only just seen it. Brett talks about sending a message. Everyone together. Taking the violence out into the streets. This is more than a few men letting off steam online. They want women to know that they’re being targeted, that they should be scared. He talks about painting one nail. Or removing the varnish, if it’s the other way around.’

Jack’s blood runs cold. ‘Same as we found in Newcastle.’

‘Right. So who knows how long this has been going on—’

‘It could be all around the country.’

Phil nods. ‘And this is the thing. They’re going to get together. Tomorrow lunchtime, at this pub in Southwood. To talk about their plans.’

‘We need to get onto Amberstone,’ Jack says. ‘Shit. This is awful. Are you still a member of the group?’

‘Yes, so I can give Raj access. See if he can work out who some of the users are. Who might be there.’

‘We can. Thank you for bringing this to me,’ Jack says. ‘We can do something about this.’

‘So I can come back to work?’ Phil looks hopeful.

‘I’m sorry, but no. Not for the moment.’

‘I’ll apologise to Amrit and Emma.’

‘I know. But what you said, how you behaved. It was bad, Phil. I can’t pretend it didn’t happen.’

‘Am I going to lose my job?’ he says in a small voice.

‘I don’t think so. Let me talk to PSD tomorrow. I’ll be in touch.’

‘It’s… I was thinking, I could go undercover. I’ve done the course,’ he adds hurriedly. ‘I could go. You could wire me up, capture everything they’re saying.’

Jack eyes him warily. ‘That’s a big risk. Do they know you’re police?’

‘No. That’s the best way of gathering evidence, surely?’

‘I’ll think about it, Phil.’

‘It’s not like we can bug the pub – they’re probably in on it, one of them. They’d guess something’s up if we started sending in ops teams.’

‘I said I’ll think about it,’ Jack states with finality.

Phil takes the hint. ‘Okay, thanks, boss. What should I do about this?’ He gestures to the printouts.

‘Keep an eye on the chat rooms for the moment but don’t engage. We’ll get digital on it in the morning. And I’ll be in touch.’

‘Will do. Thanks. Sorry.’

And with that, Phil leaves, shuffling out of the office.

Jack watches him go and sighs. How did he miss this? Why didn’t he realise something was going on with Phil? He’d been quiet, but then he was never chatty – there was nothing to indicate it had got this bad.

Jack turns his attention to the pages laid out on his desk. Everything that’s happening – and Brett Thompson in the middle of it all. Commanding his own personal army. Encouraging men to drug, to rape and make it clear to women that they are being targeted. It’s domestic terrorism, pure and simple. Designed to spread fear.

They can find these people, arrest them. Get them to pay for what they’ve been doing. But this means the murder investigation into Brett Thompson’s death is now wide open.

There’s no end of people who wanted him dead. Friends or foe – right now, it’s hard to tell them apart.
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CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

Lucy hears a knock on her door just past nine o’clock. She hasn’t moved all evening, sitting on the sofa with the dogs, half-watching TV, battling the urge to get drunk.

The knock sends the dogs into mass hysteria – Moss is on his feet immediately, Iggy barking in his kennel. Even Edie wants to get in on the action, putting in a tentative woof and immediately looking terrified.

She contemplates ignoring it, but whoever it is knows she’s in, the dogs have made sure of that. She pulls herself to her feet, opening the door with a sigh.

‘Back so soon?’ she says.

‘Can’t keep away,’ Jack replies with a hesitant smile. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Tansy legged it.’

‘Ah. How are you?’

Jack takes his coat off and Lucy leads the way into the kitchen.

‘Been better. Feeling like an absolute wanker.’

‘You can’t blame yourself. It was a good effort, but there was no way Tansy would agree.’

‘I could have been nicer.’ Lucy regards Jack tentatively. ‘To you, too.’

‘Apology accepted,’ Jack says with a grin.

Moss has got bored now the excitement is over and is back on his warm sofa. Edie wanders over to give Jack a sniff and he crouches down to her level, giving her ears a good massage.

‘She left the dog?’ he says. ‘How could she leave you, eh?’ he directs to Edie, and the dog grunts, then lies on the floor, showing her belly. Jack laughs and gives it a good scratch before joining Lucy at the table. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Find a good home for her. Should be possible – she’s pretty easy. Just needs a walk and a comfy sofa. But I can’t be doing with another dog.’

‘I meant with Tansy,’ Jack says with a smile.

‘Oh. Not sure there’s anything I can do. Clara doesn’t know where she is, and her mobile number’s ringing out. I’ve left a message, but she’s an adult. I can’t force her to do the right thing.’

‘Maybe we should have arrested her while we could. At least then you could have got her some help.’

‘Maybe. Anyway, enough about me and my horrible family. Even I’m fed up with the whole thing. How’s the case? Sorry I didn’t make it to the house to do the search.’

‘You were busy. And it can wait. But there’s been progress, in a different way.’

And Jack proceeds to tell Lucy about Phil, his attitude towards Amrit. His comment that afternoon and his confession tonight, Lucy’s eyes growing wider with every development.

‘It’s what?’ she says stunned. ‘Organised rape?’

‘Looks that way,’ he says grimly.

‘And you think it’s linked to Brett Thompson? And Lauren?’

‘It must be. All roads lead to that shitbag. I wonder whether Lauren was one of the first.’

‘Or Jazmine. Are you hungry?’ Lucy gets up and opens the fridge.

‘Depends if you’re cooking.’

‘Rude,’ Lucy replies with a smile. ‘And no. I have leftovers in the freezer – Pete’s hard work. Just need to heat it up.’

‘What a man,’ Jack says, and a look passes between them. You’re better off with him, Jack’s says. I know, in reply.

Lucy puts the pasta in the microwave and sets it to go; at the same time, Jack’s phone starts to ring. He gets up to answer it, and Lucy watches him, feeling the differences between them.

Jack and Lucy have both been at work. Or at least, Lucy was supposed to be. But while Jack’s in his smart suit, hardly even creased, Lucy’s still in her black standard-issue trousers and fleece, smelling faintly of dog. She can’t cook, doesn’t iron. Likes to sleep in and is happiest when surrounded by her mutts.

Everything she does would annoy Jack if they were together. But she can’t help watching as he puts one hand to the top of the doorframe, stretching. Remembering the muscles in his back under her touch, the feel of his lips on hers.

‘Everything okay?’ Jack says as he ends his call. ‘You look flushed.’

‘No, no, I’m fine. What was that?’

‘That, I don’t know what to do with. Phil says he went back on the chat board, and this group, this load of men’s rights activists…’ he says with repulsion. ‘They’re definitely meeting tomorrow lunchtime. Face to face.’

‘To do what?’ Lucy asks, stunned.

‘To share tips. Watch videos. Plan. But this is an opportunity. We can send Phil in there, wired up. And then we arrest the bastards.’

‘Have you got time?’

‘Less than twenty-four hours? Of course not. But what choice do I have? This is an incredible opportunity. Put a few of these idiots behind bars. Let it go, and who knows what might happen.’ He pauses. ‘Lucy – have you ever felt afraid? Of me?’

‘You?’ She almost laughs. ‘No.’

‘Have I ever done anything to make you uncomfortable?’

‘No, Jack. No.’

‘What about other men?’

‘Some, yes.’ She leans back against the kitchen counter, considering. ‘When I was with Nico, I was scared, most of the time. But it was a different type of fear to… I don’t know… walking home at night, for example. Situations like that, the fear mainly exists in your head. Thoughts about who you might meet. What they might do to you. With Nico it was very real. I knew he could kill me. And I thought he probably would.’

Jack looks at her, deep in thought. She wonders what’s going on in that brain of his, what he’s thinking.

‘Do you get scared now?’ he says, after a pause.

‘Rarely. And it helps that I have a forty-kilogram German shepherd by my side most of the time.’

He smiles, lopsided. ‘This is still a problem, isn’t it? Men, misogyny, incels. It didn’t go away when Wayne Couzens got locked up. I should do something.’

‘You should do everything within your power, Jack. If you’ve got the chance.’

Lucy smiles and goes to rescue the pasta from the microwave. She opens the lid; somehow, it’s turned into an inedible brown sludge.

Jack looks at her and sighs. ‘Takeaway, then?’
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CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

They’re up and running from a standing start. What seemed impossible at seven this morning now seems to be falling into place.

Level two officers, trained in fast entry, have been drafted in from across the county. Assuming they make arrests, they’re going to need two response officers per offender, not to mention the patrol cars and vans to bring them back to custody. The dog unit is ready to go. Lucy and Pete – two general purpose dogs and their handlers to ensure nobody gets away. It’s a lot to manage, especially when they’re operating on such limited intel.

The get-together of the Men First group starts at noon on the dot, in a back room of a grotty pub called the Cock and Balls in Southwood. Says it all, Jack thinks, as he takes a seat at the back, watching Amrit brief the team.

The chat rooms and the message boards are being monitored, but given there are over a hundred thousand subscribers on one subreddit alone, it’s hard to keep track. They don’t know how many people will be attending. They don’t know whether they’ll be armed. But there’s no suggestion of violence as yet, so they’ve assumed not, and the armed response team have been stood down.

‘From what intel have managed to gather in this short time, the man in charge is this bloke.’ Amrit points to a photo pinned on the board, the information replicated in the packs everyone is holding. ‘Username RealMan84, otherwise known as Kevin Walsh. A real shitbag, with priors for assault, possession of a class B, and drunk and disorderly, but too smart to get any real jail time. Putting him away for conspiracy to rape and incitement to violence would be a real success today.’

Jack listens as Amrit goes through the other members of the group that intel have managed to identify from the chat room. Luckily, some of these nasties weren’t the smartest in the box – they’ve used the same usernames elsewhere, and Gus quickly narrowed down email and IP addresses. But they haven’t picked them up – getting recordings of the discussion today will strengthen their case, assuming Phil can hold his nerve long enough to make it happen.

In a corner of the room, the man himself is being briefed by two undercover operatives. They’d tried to get them in as well, but attendance is being closely guarded, and two new names showing up at the last minute were met by suspicion. Phil twitches and sweats as he’s rigged up to the buttonhole camera and recording equipment; Jack doubts his ability to stay calm once he gets in there.

What if this is all an awful mistake?

At six foot two, and a police officer to boot, Jack’s been in few situations that have given him pause. Even when he was younger, he towered above most of his peers so all but the most determined of bullies left him alone. He walks freely at night, he doesn’t stop to think when the only car park space is in the darkest corner, and he certainly doesn’t walk with his keys poking out between his fingers.

But over dinner last night, Lucy had talked to him at length about what women go through. The compromises they have to make to ensure they stay safe. Don’t jog with your earbuds in. Don’t wear short skirts. Don’t drink too much. Make sure a friend walks you back to your car. Text when you get home safe. Call 999 if you get pulled over by the cops to check they’re a bona fide policeman.

They discussed Sarah Everard, talked about the hundreds of women killed since her death. They considered that eight out of ten rapes are not reported to the police, that 90 per cent of victims know their rapist and a third take place in their own homes. That all the media talk about are women falsely accusing men, when men are 230 times more likely to be a victim of rape themselves than be falsely accused of one.

Jack listened in silence, as Lucy told him about a society that teaches women to be afraid. And he hopes that this – this one operation – might be the start of something bigger. Might go some way to stop it.

The briefing ends, and Jack makes his way across to Phil.

‘Okay?’ Jack asks.

‘Didn’t get a wink of sleep last night,’ Phil says and he looks pale, pronounced shadows under his eyes.

‘A couple of hours, and it’ll be over.’ Jack gives him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. ‘As long as you’re sure?’

‘I’m sure,’ Phil replies and Jack sees the resolution on his face. He’s called away for a final briefing with the tech crew and Jack starts to doubt the decision to go in. They’re dangerous guys, Kevin Walsh the worst of them. And savvy too. If they get even the slightest hint that Phil’s not who he says he is, then things could go south fast. Wearing a stab vest under his shirt will be noticeable, especially in the warmth of a pub, so Phil will be going in there unarmed and alone. It’s a risk. A big one.

Jack glances up at the clock. Two hours to go. Phil needs to be ready.

His life depends on it.
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CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

Phil can’t stop his hands from shaking. He closes them into fists and squeezes, takes two deep breaths. He looks out into the pub car park. Even in the bright midday it’s foreboding, a bare desolate location. Whatever once surrounded the pub has been razed to the ground; it’s now just an open expanse of grey concrete, surrounded by a chain link fence. As welcoming as a hole in the head. Something that seems a real possibility right now.

Now or never. He opens his car door and steps out into the sunshine.

The Cock and Balls is exactly what he expected from a pub with that name. Carpets so worn and sticky that they’re hard under his feet; a yellowed ceiling, unchanged since 2007, when cigarette smoke must have filled the air like smog. Seventeen years on, Phil can still smell it, ingrained in every surface, down to the dust motes swirling in the claggy air. Two fruit machines stand on the left-hand side, both occupied; a dartboard on the right is so peppered with holes that both colours are an almost solid black.

He heads to the bar; a gnarly man approaches and grunts.

‘Pint of Stella please, mate,’ Phil says, attempting a smile. His lips feel tight.

‘Not seen you here before,’ the barman says, pulling a pint into a scratched glass. ‘You here for the meeting?’ Phil nods, feeling like there should be a secret handshake. ‘Through there,’ the barman says, tilting his head towards a back room. ‘You’re late.’

Phil curses himself for spending too long in the car, psyching himself up. ‘How much’ll that be?’

‘On the house,’ the barman says, slopping the Stella on the bar, walking away to serve another.

Phil picks it up and takes a sip. It tastes of dirty lines, but he takes a large gulp anyway. He needs the Dutch courage, but not too much. He can’t fuck this up.

As he slowly walks towards the back, he wonders, How did I get into this shit? Ever since his dressing-down from Jack, he’s chastised himself for getting it so wrong. He looks up to his DCI, the last thing he wanted to do was disappoint him. And now he’s been served papers from the PSD – investigated for being an arsehole, basically.

This isn’t him. All he wanted was to find a few allies, maybe even get a new girlfriend, and instead he ended up being indoctrinated by a bunch of far-right misogynists. How did he let this happen?

But here’s a chance to make amends. Jack’s already been clear that this isn’t going to absolve him of his previous mistake, but he wants to try.

He squares his shoulders and steps through the doorway. There’s a man at the front, already talking; Phil recognises him as Kevin Walsh, white-blond hair, face tattoos and all. Eyes swivel his way and he mutters an apology for being late, but Walsh doesn’t break his stride as Phil takes a seat at the back.

He does a quick headcount. Twenty, maybe thirty. More than he expected. He has no way to communicate that to the team, but he straightens his shirt, makes sure the buttonhole camera is unobscured.

He sits back, sips his pint. Kevin Walsh is telling a story. About his ex-wife, and Phil’s seen versions of this before in the chat room – but told out loud by Kevin, it’s spellbinding. The man is a talented orator; given another line of work, he could make something of himself: he has every man in the room rapt as he talks about how he punished his ex for leaving him. How he followed her home, pushed inside once she opened the front door, slamming a fist into her face. Phil’s stomach turns as Kevin describes raping her, giving her what she deserved, leaving her crying on her kitchen floor.

‘I told her that if she went to the police, next time I’d come back with me mates.’ He leers at the room. ‘Maybe you guys. Fancy it, boys?’

The men laugh raucously. Phil forces his mouth into a rictus grin.

‘But we’re not here to talk about me,’ Kevin continues. ‘This is about you, and how you can get the same. Look at me.’ Phil has to admit he’s an imposing sight. Bulging biceps, impressive pecs. Traps on the back of his neck like someone’s stuck a coat hanger under his skin. Phil feels pathetic in comparison.

‘I don’t take no for an answer. Not from men, and certainly not from these bitches. They have what I want, and I’m going to get it.’ He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a handful of small plastic bags containing powder, pills. He holds them up, one by one. ‘Lorazepam, oxy, Molly – and my personal favourite, roofies, although any benzo will work just as well. Get it in them, and you can do what you like. That’s not forgetting good old booze and spirits, of course.’ He piles bags on the counter, and the men in the room shuffle and crane forward, keen to get in on the action. ‘There’s more where those came from, take your pick. All at a price, of course. But later, later!’

Kevin laughs, enjoying the attention, then starts up again. Outright misogyny, descriptions of violence, trapping, drugging and hating women spill from this guy’s mouth. And Phil has to sit there and listen.

The other men lap it up – laughing, joking, slapping each other’s backs with encouragement. Phil mentally logs their faces. He expected spotty teenagers, awkward geeks, but these look like normal guys. A few are wearing smart suits, out on their lunch hours. Men Phil wouldn’t look at twice if they were walking down the street. Law-abiding citizens. But not today.

‘And remember, always send a text message the next morning,’ Kevin is saying. ‘Make like it was all above board, consensual. “How are you, love? Had fun last night.” You know, that sort of thing. So when she complains to the cops and they take her phone, it all looks super innocent. How were you to know? She was drunk.’ The men laugh, nodding. Some even take notes.

Phil fidgets. When will someone make the call? Surely, they’ve been listening. Haven’t they heard enough?

Kevin’s tone turns sombre. ‘Let’s talk about Brett,’ he says. ‘You knew him as BritishTelecom1979. He was a visionary, a leader, and some of you didn’t believe the stories he told, but I can confirm every one of them. I’ve known him from the start, we used to go hunting together in the bars round here.’ He grins. ‘And that dog knew what he was doing. Every woman he said he fucked, it was true. And I’m sorry to tell you this today, but he’s dead.’

An audible gasp echoes around the room. ‘When? How?’ one of the men asks.

‘Saturday night. He was murdered. I know you’re shocked and we should be. He told me he had a woman coming around. Someone he knew from a long time ago. I understood that she had got the better of him once before, and there was no way he would let it happen again. He had plans. She was a decent fuck, he was going to nail her one last time, put her in her place. But this is a warning to you all. Brett was a big bloke, he was strong, and yet somehow this slut did him in. Next thing I know, he’s on the news.’

‘Who’s the bitch?’ one man shouts.

‘We’ll get her,’ another joins in.

‘In due course, my friends. I’ll find her. And then we know what to do. But for now we must let every woman know that we’re the dominant sex. That men are in charge. And whatever we want, we get!’

And with that battle cry, the room explodes with noise.

Multiple bodies crash through the door, shouting, ‘Police! Down on the ground! Get on the ground.’ Men in black with batons raised, Tasers ready to go. Telling Phil to raise his arms, lace his fingers behind his head. He’s pushed roughly to the ground, face crushed into the carpet, eating filth. No more than he deserves. A knee in the small of his back, cuffs pinching his wrists.

He’s one of them.
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CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

When they go, they go hard.

The waiting is the worst part. Two minutes out, Lucy arrives on the far side of the building, Iggy quiet in the back of her unmarked car. Hired vans full of uniformed officers are around the corner, waiting for the green light from the tactical commander, and Lucy can almost smell them – the gum on their breath, the sweat in their pores. They know who they want to detain, names and faces seared in their brains.

Lucy and Pete’s role is to ensure none of them escape. Between the two of them, they’ll stand at opposite corners of the building – one watching the front and the left, the other the back and the right. Watching for someone to make a bid for freedom. Knowing the consequences if they do.

The countdown begins over the radio. Thirty seconds. Ten seconds. Go, go, go!

The doors of the vans open with a bang and a tide of men wash out, boots thumping on the hard ground as they storm the front of the pub, taking a battering ram to the doors at the back. The air is thick with shouts and screams, blue lights flashing, the dogs barking.

Iggy pulls on his harness, eager to go. Lucy takes her position; every muscle of her dog is taut, flecks of saliva on his snout, watching, waiting.

And then, it seems, it’s time. A man runs free, racing around the side of the pub, followed by a police officer. Lucy shouts down the radio – ‘Whiskey Delta twenty-nine, one running. In pursuit.’ – and gives chase.

‘Police officer with dog,’ she shouts. ‘Stand still!’

The cop isn’t stupid. There’s no way he wants to be mistaken for Iggy’s quarry and instantly slams his brakes on, letting the man go on ahead.

And the man’s fast. A champion sprinter in his day, he’s peeling away from the pub, heading towards an alleyway between houses in the distance.

Breathless, Lucy repeats, ‘Stop, or I’ll send my dog.’ But he doesn’t hesitate. He even laughs; his mouth opens wide, his eyes shining. A devil in human form.

She tries again. ‘Stop! Or I’ll send my dog!’

No change. The alleyway in front, and then houses. They’ll have lost him. But Lucy’s not having it. She releases the dog.

Iggy doesn’t hesitate. He’s gone, charging across the waste ground, tongue lolling, legs pumping. Lucy gives chase, calling her position over the radio as she sprints, her lungs aching, wishing she’d given the gym more attention lately.

The man reaches the alleyway before Iggy. He leaps the fence into a back garden before the German shepherd and she bellows, ‘Up!’ at the dog, who takes the six-foot boundary without hesitation. Lucy’s slower, and by the time she gets into the garden, Iggy’s hesitating, looking up at the next fence. He’s garden hopping, and she commands Iggy forward, the dog wasting no time. But she doesn’t hear the screams she’s expecting.

A noise behind her, and she turns, her situation scarily clear. The man steps out from behind the shed. She’s misjudged, badly. He takes two steps towards her. She shouts Iggy’s name, but the dog’s trapped behind the fence somehow. And he’s furious. His frantic barking has reached new levels of rage as he attempts to jump the fence, his claws scratching against the wood. But she’s alone.

Her hand goes to her radio, hitting the panic button and opening the mic.

‘10-10,’ she shouts, as she pulls her baton from her tac vest, racking it in one swift movement. ‘Officer in need of assistance.’

But before she can give her location, he’s upon her. He leers, a confident, smarmy smile.

‘They should know better than to let a woman do a man’s job,’ he says.

He’s bigger than her. Taller by at least a foot, packing pounds of muscle. But she’s damned if she’s going to let him through without a fight.

‘Kevin, isn’t it?’ she says, forcing bravado into her voice. ‘Get down on the ground and put your hands behind your head.’

He takes a step towards her. ‘You stupid bitch.’

And the worst happens. He doesn’t hesitate, throwing a fast punch at her head. She ducks, reaching out with her baton and landing a solid hit on his side, but it only makes him angrier. With a growl, he goes for her with his left fist, aiming for her face and hitting her this time. The pain is indescribable, a glancing blow catching her forehead, bringing her down hard, her baton clattering to the ground.

She tastes blood. She can’t see, her vision blurred, and a thought crackles in her broken brain. That’s it. There’s no one to stop him now.

She lifts her arms to protect her face, curls her knees up to her chest to defend herself from the beating she knows is coming. But all she hears is footsteps. A heavy tread, running away.

He’s gone.

Tentatively, she uncurls herself, lifts a hand to her painful skull. A headache is taking hold, thudding hard and fast, and when she touches her forehead, a biting sting fires back. She looks at her fingers. Blood. And a lot of it, now in her eyes, wet on her cheek.

She pulls herself up to her feet. Voices are shouting down the radio, calling for her position, her status. She reassures them, then goes after her dog.

In the garden next door, Iggy is frantic, barking and circling, desperate to get to his handler. Lucy goes back to the alleyway and, luckily, the back gate is unlocked. She calls Iggy with a stern, ‘Iggy, here,’ slipping him back into his harness.

Behind a back door, the homeowner watches, morphing from terrified to relieved once Lucy has the dog under control. Iggy is in a state of high drive – he wants to go, he wants to track this bastard – but she’s in no fit state to give chase.

‘Hold on,’ she tells him, and now she’s here, she can see how Iggy got trapped. The ground on the other side of the fence is lower, no way he could have found his way back. An unfortunate mistake, one that couldn’t have been foreseen, but a dangerous situation for both of them.

She gingerly touches the cut on her forehead, wincing as it stings. And gently, slowly, she makes her way back to the car park.

The pub is now surrounded by flashing blue lights. Men, withdrawn and scared, are being loaded into the patrol cars. Arrested, their lives about to be ruined, not feeling so number one now.

She hears her call sign over the radio. Whiskey Delta twenty-nine. And across the car park she sees Pete looking for her, Dax already back in his car. The sight of him makes her want to cry: the concern, the worry so clear on his face. Seeing her, he runs across.

‘Lucy! Are you okay? What happened? Is that your blood?’

‘Kevin Walsh got away,’ she says miserably.

‘Did he hit you? Is Iggy okay?’ He turns his attention to the dog, who sits down, panting, calmer now.

‘Iggy’s fine. And I’m fine. It’s just a head lac, you know how much they bleed. We got separated, and then Walsh went for me.’

‘Come here. Let me see.’

Pete envelops her in his arms for a moment, then pulls back and examines the cut on her head.

‘Careful,’ she says, flinching from his touch.

‘You’re going to need stitches. Did you lose consciousness?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘You need to go to the hospital. I’ll take you—’

‘No, you stay here. Look after the dogs. I’m fine.’ She snaps this time, and she can see the hurt on his face, but there’s no way she’s going to be that pathetic woman, blubbing when there’s work to do. She let the team down. She didn’t do her job, when the stakes were so high. ‘Stop fussing, will you?’ she says, shame making her chest ache.

And she quickly walks away, her eyes stinging, a lump in her throat, as Pete looks on, wondering what on earth he did wrong.
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CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

Hours later, Lucy’s head is still thumping. She’s sorted the dogs out, taken two paracetamol, and is lying on her sofa with Moss, when the doorbell rings.

She lifts her head a fraction; a fresh wave of pain flashes behind her eyes. She decides to stay put. Whoever it is will have to wait.

She’s spoken to Pete. He’s not happy but she’s persuaded him to go back to work. He’s on nights, his normal roster required as well as his efforts at the raid that morning. She doesn’t need him fussing; she’d rather he was out there, trying to track down Kevin bloody Walsh. Before he does some real harm.

‘How long did they keep you waiting in the emergency department for that?’

From the sofa, Lucy can hear Edie’s tail thumping. She wearily opens her eyes.

‘Three hours,’ she says to Jack. ‘And that was a blue-light special. Four stitches. How did you get in?’

‘Back gate.’

‘You were brave. Iggy could have been roaming the garden and then you’d be the one needing the hospital.’

‘He knows me now. And besides, I was worried when you didn’t answer the door. You could have been lying unconscious somewhere.’ A pause. ‘Pete not around?’

‘Night shift.’

‘Can I get you anything?’

‘Reassurance that you’ll catch Kevin Walsh?’

‘I’m doing my best.’

Lucy detects a tiredness in his voice, feels the sofa depress as Jack sits down. He lifts her socked feet and rests them on his lap, leaning back against the cushions.

‘I’m not sure where to go from here,’ he says.

Lucy frowns and pulls herself up so she can see him. He’s staring down at her socks, picking at a loose thread.

‘You need some sleep, Jack. You’re under a huge amount of pressure. Jazmine’s murder. Brett’s murder—’

‘That’s Vaughn’s.’

‘And where’s he? Down here, relying on you to solve it by finding Lauren Shaw, Hampshire’s greatest disappearing act. Not to mention the additional work created by taking down a bunch of potential rapists.’

‘We lost Kevin Walsh.’

‘I lost Kevin Walsh. That’s on me. Give yourself a break. I assume Maggie’s not talking?’

‘No. She’s done nothing, gone nowhere. Raj has been keeping track of her mobile and she hasn’t made any calls. And no home phone, before you ask. So whatever Maggie’s doing, she’s keeping away from her sister. I’m tempted to up her charge to perverting the course of justice just for the hell of it.’

‘What about Declan Cox? Is he still in custody?’

Jack sighs. ‘No. The clock ran out on him this morning, we had to let him go. The CPS said that the only proof is that he was there, not that he killed him. And it isn’t enough to charge—’

‘Can’t Prosecute Shit,’ Lucy says, giving one of the favourite alternative acronyms.

Jack gives her a weak smile. ‘Unfortunately, on this occasion, I agree with them. His surprise in that interview room seemed real. He honestly didn’t know that Lauren was alive.’

‘All the more reason to kill Brett Thompson? Revenge.’

‘But why wait ten years to do it? No, none of this makes sense. I mean, what’s Lauren been doing all this time? She has a promising music career, and she just gives it all up to live on the run? It’s hardly the stuff dreams are made of.’ He sighs. ‘The only good thing is the thirty-one misogynistic pricks down in custody currently having their lives and phones and computers dissected. If they’ve said the slightest unpleasant thing about anyone, we’re going to know.’

Lucy holds out her hand, and Jack slaps it in a lacklustre high-five.

‘Go home, Jack. Go to bed. You’re not going to achieve anything if you collapse of exhaustion.’

‘Yeah, I think I will.’ He leans forward and runs a hand down Edie’s soft coat; the dog licks his hand appreciatively. ‘You’re a good girl, aren’t you?’ he says softly. Edie’s tail thumps in answer.

Jack lifts Lucy’s feet off his lap and stands up. ‘I don’t suppose another VRD went over to the house today?’

She gives him a withering look. ‘What do you think? Moss and I will do it tomorrow.’

‘Only if you’re feeling better… Don’t get up,’ he adds hastily. ‘I’ll go out the front this time.’

‘I should get you a key,’ she calls after him. ‘The amount you’re here.’

His laughter fades as he closes the door behind him.

Lucy stays on the sofa a while longer, then accepts she needs to do the same. Go to bed. She sits up tentatively; her head is feeling better, the headache fading to a light thump. Moss looks at her reproachfully, but eventually pulls himself up and trots off to his bed box, ready for his night-time biscuit. She lets Iggy out of his kennel and he circles, does his business, then heads straight back inside. The dogs know where they belong; it’s nice and warm in their bed boxes.

Locking the back door, Lucy settles Edie in the kitchen, waiting as the old dog curls herself into a light brown ball in her bed. Lucy gives her a final pat, then turns the lights off, heading upstairs.

She gets changed, cleans her teeth. But while she’s spitting out the white froth, a thought occurs to her. She remembers the music studio, the walls covered in photos and ticket stubs, the drawers full of guitar strings and picks. Music flowed in her veins; Lauren had grown up with it, aspired to improve, to be something. There was no way she would give that up.

Declan Cox said that Lauren took her favourite guitar with her. That guitar has never been found. And in this current world of YouTube and TikTok and Snapchat, there’s no way that someone with Lauren’s talent would go unnoticed.

Rinsing her mouth out, Lucy pads down to the kitchen, picks up her laptop and takes it back to her bedroom. She gets under the covers and opens the lid. And now, with sleep the last thing on her mind, she starts to search.
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DAY NINE – WEDNESDAY



OceanofPDF.com



CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

The London South Bank at nine on a Wednesday morning bustles with life. It hums with it: commuters speedwalk in jackets and suits, while joggers dodge pedestrians, music blaring in their ears. Dog walkers tangle others in leads; coffee shops are full to bursting, the dark depths of the Thames flowing battleship-grey behind.

Jack and Lucy stand with bleary eyes, clutching their takeaway cups. In front of them a busker sings on the Queen’s Walk. Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament loom in the distance, but the small crowd only have eyes for the tall, graceful woman and her guitar. Her voice is beautiful and rich, full of soul and longing as she sings about regret and loss, a song Jack’s never heard before. She’s strumming an acoustic guitar, the case open in front of her with a few coins scattered inside. A card machine has been set up; busking’s evolved into a business, with licences and auditions, although the identifying lanyard is missing from this woman’s neck.

Jack’s tired; he barely got a few hours’ sleep before Lucy called, but his concern is reserved for her. She was quiet in the car up, her forehead blossoming in a technicolour bruise around the stitches. But she was adamant she wanted to come.

‘See the woman in the flesh,’ she’d said. ‘Rather than the bones in the grave.’

A few people are filming the performance, and as she finishes, the audience claps.

‘Now?’ Jack whispers to Lucy.

‘Let’s hear one more,’ she says with a smile, but the woman is suspicious, and she meets Jack’s eye.

He tenses, expecting her to run, but she steps forward towards them.

‘You’re DCI Jack Ellis,’ she says. ‘I saw you on TV.’ She lets the guitar hang loose around her neck and holds out a hand. ‘I’m Lauren Shaw.’



Lauren’s quiet as they drive her back to Southampton, in cuffs and under caution. Jack’s aware that the clock started with the arrest but he wants her on home soil. Where the memories are fresh.

She does as she’s told; her only concern lies with the safety of her guitar.

At one point she asks, ‘How did you find me?’

‘The busking,’ Lucy says. ‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist playing and, in this day and age, anyone with talent ends up on the internet.’

‘There’s a lot of it out there,’ Lauren replies.

‘I know,’ Lucy says. ‘And not all of it good. But you were. You are.’

‘Thank you,’ Lauren says wistfully.

They make good time on the M3, arriving back at Southampton Central before lunch. After their early start, Jack’s hungry, but he’s also keen to interview this woman. This apparition, standing next to him in the flesh. He sneaks a look at her – still beautiful, even though ten years of stressful living have taken their toll. Lines around the eyes, gaunt hollows under her cheekbones.

She’s booked in, doesn’t flinch at the charge of murder. Declines a lawyer but accepts the offer of a sandwich and drink.

Jack and Lucy leave her and get something to eat themselves.

‘Is she here?’ Vaughn says, finding them in the queue in the canteen. He bounces on the balls of his feet with excitement. ‘Did she say anything?’

‘Not yet,’ Jack replies. ‘But I get the feeling she’s willing to talk.’

‘Bloody good catch there,’ Vaughn says to Lucy. ‘Not just good with dogs.’

‘She used to be a DI,’ Jack says, and Vaughn gawps.

Lucy brushes it away. ‘A different life. I’m happier with the hounds. But it’s nice to help Jack out when I can.’

‘Well, any time you fancy a move to Newcastle, you’d be more than welcome.’ But Vaughn’s attention isn’t diverted for long. ‘When can we get started?’

Jack laughs at his enthusiasm. ‘Now.’
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CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

Once Lauren saw Jack Ellis on the news, she knew her time was up. Life has been simple for the past few years. Small, but okay. She had a flat share in the middle of Camden, full of art students and musicians, creative types who knew not to ask questions but enjoyed her songs. Maggie transferred enough money to enable her to live modestly, but she needed to play. Music feeds her soul. Without it, life wasn’t worth living.

At first, she wrote songs, and others performed. But it wasn’t enough. She wanted to feel her fingers scrape the strings on her guitar, to sing, to become one with the instrument.

And so, they found her.

But it’s okay. She’s tired. It’s been ten long years of worry. Of wondering if that policeman on the street recognises her, whether the person who stares just that little bit too long knows who she is. She doesn’t have friends, certainly not boyfriends. A few in the middle of the night, but nobody stays. And that’s been lonely.

She can guess what they think of her. Cold-blooded killer. Murderer. But worse is what Declan has believed for all this time. On the few occasions she’s managed to speak to Maggie, all her sister has said is that Declan is okay. That he believed she left with another man, but it’s never been like that. Yes, she cheated. And with Brett Thompson of all people, her brother-in-law. But she never stopped loving Declan. She was young, foolish, compulsive. And when she got a few drinks in her, anything could happen. But he was always the one she loved. Her husband.

She sits quietly in her cell, eating her sandwich. She drinks her bottle of water and eats the apple. It might be the last decent food she gets for a while.

Eventually, she’s called out, transferred from her cell into an interview room. It’s small, and smells faintly of chips and stale sweat. She looks up at the cameras in the corner of the room, at the empty chairs opposite her. She’s ready.

She doesn’t have to wait long. Two men arrive – DCI Jack Ellis, stooping as he goes through the door. And a shorter man who introduces himself as DI Vaughn. They sit down, open their notepads. They begin.

The recording is started. The caution comes first. Then the introductions, again, reiterating her right to legal advice. She turns it down, again. She knows what she wants to say, and what’s coming for her as a result. She welcomes it all.

‘Let’s start at the beginning,’ Vaughn says. ‘Tell me about May 2014. What happened between you and Brett Thompson?’

He has a soft Geordie lilt and she likes it. It’s reassuring, friendly.

‘He was my brother-in-law.’

‘Married to Maggie?’

‘Yes.’

‘But he was more than that, wasn’t he?’

‘Yes.’

Lauren doesn’t mean to be difficult, but telling the truth, when it’s been locked up for so long – it’s hard.

‘We were sleeping together,’ she adds.

‘For how long?’

‘A few months maybe.’

‘Did you know he was videoing you?’

She sighs. They know about that. ‘Not at first. But when I tried to end it, he showed me.’

She remembers the leer on Brett’s face as he turned his laptop around. And there she was, on the screen. Naked. Everything on display.

‘He said that if I broke it off between us, he would put it online. His face wasn’t in it, you couldn’t tell it was him. But it was clearly me.’ She pauses, her mouth dry. ‘Can I have some water, please?’

There’s a pause, while Ellis gets up and shouts out of the interview-room door. While they wait, she continues.

‘I wanted to be a musician, like my father. And I knew that if there was something like that out there – of me – then there would be no chance of that happening.’

‘Many careers have been made by a sex tape,’ Vaughn says.

‘Not mine. Not one I’d be proud of. So I agreed – I would keep having sex with him and at some point, decided by him, he would hand over the videos. And that’s when he started to get nasty.’

A knock on the door. A woman sticks her head around and passes three bottles of water through. Ellis hands one to Lauren and she opens it, taking a long gulp. She wishes it was something stronger.

‘Nasty, in what way?’ Vaughn prompts.

‘That night, he called me names. Bitch, whore, that sort of thing. He’d given me a black eye before, that was nothing new. But he was worse this time.’

She flushes, not wanting to say it aloud to these men. But it’s as clear in her mind as if it were yesterday. Obeying his orders. His hand on her throat. Grabbing her hair. Turning her around, making her do things she’d never done, would never do again.

‘Worse, how? And I’m sorry to have to ask you this. But it helps paint a picture of Brett Thompson. What he was like.’

Lauren stares at them for a moment; she realises that they’re on her side. These detectives know more than she thought. They’ve done their research.

She swallows her disgust, stares at the tabletop. ‘Forced me to…’ She swallows. ‘To suck him off. Then the sex. Choking. Anal. Painful, nasty stuff. And every time I thought he’d finished, he’d be back for more. It went on all night. And at the end of it…’ She stops, breath stuck in her throat. ‘At the end I could barely walk, but there was no way I could go to the hospital. I couldn’t risk Brett getting into trouble, that video getting out there. But one thing I realised was that if Brett had done this to me, there was no way I was the first.’ She looks up, defiant. ‘He was too practised, too smooth. He’d done this to other women. So I called in sick to work, stayed in bed. And worked out what I was going to do.’

‘How is Jazmine Woodward involved in this?’

That name. The first time anyone’s said it in a decade, and the regret, the sorrow. It almost destroys her.

‘Jazmine worked at the same law firm as Brett and me. We were friends. Once Brett told her that I was off sick and to leave me alone, she left work. She came around to my house. I tried to fob her off but she wasn’t stupid. Because Brett had done that to her too. Threatened her, raped her. Videoed her – again, with no shot of his face. She wanted us to go to the police.’

‘So why didn’t you?’

‘It was our word against his. We’re in the videos – but he wasn’t identifiable. And I know how that goes in court. They’d find other men I’d slept with, claim I had a pattern of adultery. Jazz was a paralegal at the firm. She had her whole career in front of her. She said she didn’t care but I couldn’t let that be ruined. And I was scared. I knew how violent Brett could be – how dangerous would he be if he got off? He’d be after revenge, and he was married to my sister. They lived together. I couldn’t put her in the line of fire. So I said I needed to think, and I ran.’

‘Where did you go?’

Lauren smiles grimly, remembering that grotty old bed and breakfast. The red roses on the bed spread, the smell of cigarettes in the curtains.

‘Bognor Regis, of all places.’ She lets out a small laugh. ‘I did nothing but walk along the promenade. All day. Thinking. I ignored Maggie’s calls – this was my sister’s husband! She loved him. And Declan was away with work, he wouldn’t even know I was gone. But the next thing I know, Maggie’s left a message saying she’s reported me missing to the police. And I thought – this could be it. A bit of press attention, and when I get home, I tell everyone what happened, where I’d been. They’d have to believe me. But first I wanted to get those videos back.’

The detectives are silent, listening. Lauren continues.

‘Jazmine and I made a plan – to get a video of our own. She gave me the evidence for safekeeping, and I invited Brett to meet me. He suggested the Premier Inn just off the motorway. I knew I’d have to sleep with him one last time but it would be worth it, because I’d get his face in it.’

Vaughn checks his notes. ‘This was on Tuesday the thirteenth of May?’

‘I think so, yes. It all went okay. Brett was rough, but not nearly as bad as he could have been. And then Jazmine and me, we invited him to meet us at the house on the Wednesday night. We were going to use the new video to get him to give us the originals of the others. I knew how much his reputation meant to him, plus his dad was an MP. He’d do anything to avoid a scandal.’

‘But what if he called your bluff? Your face would have been all over the internet too.’

‘By this point it was a risk we were prepared to take.’

‘But something went wrong,’ Vaughn says.

Lauren twists her fingers together on the tabletop. ‘It did,’ she says. ‘Worse than I could have ever imagined.’
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MAY 2014

Brett doesn’t bother knocking. He storms into Bracken House, a man possessed, his heavy tread moving down the corridors. He is not a man that likes to be summoned and he shouts Lauren’s name, furious even before he knows what’s going on. Jazmine grips Lauren’s hand so hard that she thinks her fingers are going to break. They’re alone. No neighbours for miles around; Declan away with work.

Lauren’s chosen the studio as the location for their confrontation but now they’re here, it feels wrong. There’s too much that’s valuable. Her father’s guitars, his platinum records. But it won’t go that far, it won’t, Lauren tells herself as Brett’s footsteps reach them.

‘In here,’ Lauren shouts. Her voice is feeble. She tries again, forcing confidence. ‘In here.’

He appears in the doorway. She once thought him handsome but right now he’s a gargoyle. Too much product on his hair, his chin raw with razor burn. He must have showered and shaved before he came here. Ready for anything.

‘Come inside and shut the door,’ Lauren says. Brett does as he’s told and at that point Jazmine steps out of the shadows.

‘Two of you. How sweet,’ Brett says. He leers at Jazmine. ‘Is it too much to ask for a threesome?’

‘Fuck you, Brett,’ Jazmine spits, and Lauren squeezes her hand to say, Take it easy.

‘What is this? An intervention?’ Brett snaps.

‘Something like that. Sit down.’

‘I’d rather stand.’

Lauren shrugs, feigning nonchalance. ‘Okay.’ She opens the lid of her laptop, presses play. Brett leans closer, trying to see what’s on the screen. Silently, the three of them watch as Brett greets Lauren in the hotel, as they start to kiss. As he forces her down onto the bed, his hand on her neck as he fucks her.

Brett’s manner changes. ‘You recorded me?’ he hisses.

‘Not so fun when the shoe’s on the other foot, is it?’

‘What are you going to do with this? Put it online, and everyone’s going to know it’s you. Your sister will know you’ve been sleeping with her husband. Everyone at work, all your friends…’

‘I don’t care. I’m going to tell Maggie anyway. But you? If the partners at Randall Bailey see this, they’re not going to be too impressed. And nor will your father.’

‘My dad…’ Brett blinks, stunned. ‘What do you want?’

‘The originals of the videos you took of me and Jazmine. And of all the other women you’ve done this to.’

‘Fuck you.’ In two steps, Brett strides to the laptop and pulls the memory stick out of the side. Lauren snatches for it but he’s taller. He dodges this way and that, then races to the next room and hurls it out of the open window.

Lauren has followed him, and now watches it fly out into the dark, her mouth open with surprise.

‘That doesn’t matter,’ Jazmine shouts from behind them. ‘We have copies.’

‘Copies? On this laptop?’ Brett returns to the studio, pushing the laptop off the table. He stomps on it, once, twice. The plastic cracks, the screen shatters. Lauren and Jazz stare at him, shocked as to how this has all gone so wrong. They have other copies, but who cares, when Brett won’t be cowed?

‘First thing tomorrow morning, I’m going to put all those videos online. Of you, and you, and all the other whores I’ve fucked. Pornhub, YouTube, anywhere that will take them. Fuck, I’ll send them around all my male friends, as long as the sight of you two being banged gets around as many people as possible, I don’t care. I want every man in the country to wank over your pretty little breasts. I was prepared to be nice, prepared to be fair, but with this stunt—’

‘How many…’ Lauren stutters, stunned. ‘How many women have you done this to? How many have you raped?’

And at that he laughs. Big and loud, right in her face. ‘As many as I fucking wanted, Lauren. Whenever I liked.’

‘We’ll go to the police.’

‘Do what you like. But my face isn’t in any of those videos and I’ve got money, resources. Dad will get me the best lawyer and I’ll be home free in no time. And where will you be? No music producer’s going to sign you, and you…’ He points to Jazmine. ‘I’ll make sure you’re fired and unemployable. Nobody likes women who falsely cry rape.’

‘It’s not false!’ Jazmine sobs. ‘You did it.’

‘So you say. But it’s my word against yours, and who are they going to believe? The respected lawyer? Or the slutty musician who’s done nothing but cheat on her husband from the day she got married? You’ll both be pariahs. Hated by everyone.’

Lauren stares at him, horrified. The thought of all those women, and Brett so confident, so sure of himself. He’s been getting away with this for years. And he’s right. There’s nothing they can do to stop him.

They could go to the police. But it’s his word against theirs. She didn’t report it at the time; there are text messages and photos on her phone that show her and Brett at the beginning, smiling in the first flush of their affair.

Tears cloud her vision. Angrily, she wipes them away, and that’s when she catches sight of Jazmine. Her eyes clear, Jazmine’s staring at him. And there’s a small penknife in her hand.

‘Where did you… What are you…?’ Lauren starts, but there’s nothing she can do as Jazmine flies at Brett, the knife outstretched, screaming with rage. It seems inevitable that the blade will find its way home, but at the last minute, Brett catches her, hands around her wrists, the knife inches away from his stomach. They fall to the floor, grappling, Jazz stronger than Lauren could have ever thought possible as she thrashes and screams, the knife scything the air.

And then it all goes quiet. Brett struggles to his feet, the knife clattering to the ground next to the motionless Jazmine as she stares blankly to the ceiling. Her mouth opens and closes. There is a beauty spot of red on her cheek, a drop that spreads as it runs, unabated, down to her ear. A single line of blood on her perfect skin.

The studio is silent. A perfect anechoic chamber holding everything within.

‘How is she… Why is she…?’ Lauren drops to her knees next to Jazmine, then notices the pool of scarlet, blooming across her middle, soaking into her black top and down to the carpet. Sinking, saturating through, more blood than Lauren could ever imagine.

She grabs at Jazmine’s hand but it’s limp. All life slipped away.

‘That’s not my fault,’ Brett mumbles. ‘It was self-defence. She was going to… She was going to kill me.’ Lauren looks up, their horrified expressions meeting. ‘This was you. You invited me here, my phone will show that. You were going to kill me.’

‘I didn’t—’

‘She brought a knife, Lauren! What else was she planning on doing? Prepare a cheese board? No, she was going to stab me, that was your plan all along. Stab me, bury me in the garden. Shit. Shit! This gets out and my career’s over. It’ll take years for a case like this to go to court. Hanging over my head. And you think you’re going to get a record deal now? No fucking chance.’ His voice is speeding up, gathering momentum. ‘Who knows Jazmine’s here tonight? Who did you tell?’

Lauren blinks at him. Numb.

He grabs her by her shoulders and shakes her. ‘Who did you fucking tell, Lauren?’

‘No one. No one, I swear. And Jazmine wouldn’t have either.’

‘Family? Her mum?’

‘She was ashamed of what she’d done with you,’ Lauren says, starting to shake. ‘What you did to her. You destroyed that girl, and now she’s dead.’

‘Because of you, Lauren. Don’t forget that. Your plan. Your fault.’

‘What are we going to do…’ Lauren whimpers. She can feel warm blood soaking into her jeans. She’s going to be sick.

‘We? We are going to do nothing. She’s dead, look at her. This is your fault, Lauren. Remember that. You invited me here. You were going to kill me. Conspiracy to murder – that’s life.’ He waves a hand over the prostrate body of her friend. ‘Deal with this. And never talk to me again.’

And with that, Brett turns and walks out of the room.

Lauren doesn’t move. She can’t. She sits, frozen, as Brett’s footsteps fade and his car starts. She’s terrified. Brett’s right. Jazmine and Lauren planned this, invited him over. Jazmine would be alive if it wasn’t for her. For her plan.

And with that thought in her head, Lauren does the only thing she’s ever done. Turns to the person who’s always been on her side.

She calls her sister.
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CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

‘And Maggie helped you bury the body?’ Jack says, his voice coming out as a croak in the quiet of the interview room. It feels like he hasn’t spoken in hours.

‘I told her everything. About Brett, the affair, the videos. She still came to help. And there was no way we could bury the body by ourselves, so she called Brett. I don’t know what she said but he came back. He helped us. We dug a hole, buried Jazmine. And then pulled up the carpet, scrubbed the floorboards.’

‘Where did the carpet go?’

‘Maggie dumped it in the River Itchen, along with Jazmine’s bag. Cut it up and put it in bin liners. Weighed it all down with bricks.’ Lauren smiles to herself. ‘Probably looked like she was disposing of a body.’

‘Why didn’t you call the police?’ Vaughn asks.

‘Because Brett was right. We invited him over. And Jazz went for him. I was… what’s the word? Culpable.’

‘He’d been blackmailing you. He raped you.’

‘But… but…’ Lauren shakes her head. ‘We couldn’t prove that. That’s why Maggie helped bury the body – to protect me. That’s why I ran. Maggie gave me some money and her driving licence – we looked alike back then, or at least, enough to get by – and I left. Took my guitar and the first train to London. That’s where I’ve been for ten years.’

It seems simple, the way Lauren describes it. But the reality is Jazmine has been lying in the ground for a decade. Her mother had no idea where she’d gone. And Brett Thompson got away with it all.

‘What happened on Saturday night?’ Jack asks. ‘When you went to see Brett?’

‘I killed him,’ she says dully.

‘So we gather,’ Vaughn replies, softly. ‘But why did you go to see him?’

‘Because you found Jazmine’s body. And I’d had enough. I’m tired of running. Tired of being scared. I went to see Brett because he needed to know that. I was going to go to the police – you – and tell them exactly what happened back then. I should go to prison for Jazmine’s death, but he should too – and for rape. I’d do whatever it took to prove what he did to me and Jazz and all those other girls. That’s on him. That’s what I told him.’

‘And he didn’t agree?’

‘No,’ Lauren says. And for a moment, a flicker of a smile passes her lips. Gone again in a second. ‘He went for me. Grabbed me by the wrists, tried to hit me, tried to choke me. I was quick, but then he got me on the ground. My dress was up, he was between my legs, he… he…’ She pauses, quieter now, staring at her fingers, interlocked on the table. ‘I got one of my hands free, grabbed the closest thing I could. We were next to the fireplace. All I felt was metal, and I hit him with it. He went down. Right on top of me. And he didn’t get up. I took his phone, chucked it in the nearest river – thought it would buy me some time. And I ran. Back to London, where you found me.’

She stops, squeezing her eyes shut. When she opens them, she meets Jack’s gaze, barely blinking. ‘What more do you want to know?’

Jack shakes his head. ‘Interview concluded. Four forty-seven p.m.’
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CHAPTER SEVENTY

Just over a week since the first search, and Bracken House couldn’t look more different. The blazing Indian summer has swept away, leaving a bitter wind that’s blown leaves from the trees, coating the ground with browns and reds. The previously trodden-down grass has sprung up in the rain, and now looks lush and green; weeds creep across the concrete path, turning the whole thing slippery and treacherous.

Brian Miller had called that morning, confirming Lucy’s suspicion that Moss was the only VRD available that day, and now, she stands inside the gate, looking at the property.

She bends down and gives Moss’s head a scratch. He looks up at her, keen and ready to go as she assesses her options. She’s confident about the garden. The LSOs had gone over it, laboriously fingertip-searching every section, and she and her colleague had probed and run the dogs over all of the most likely burial sites. Short of doing a full metre by metre run-through – which could take days – she doesn’t think there’s anything else under there.

She gives a nod to the scene guard securing the property, and walks up the front steps, Moss trotting happily at her side, pushing the door open and breaking the red crime-scene tape stuck over the doorjamb. Inside, the air is cold and stale, stinking of mould and damp and dust. Their priorities are the murder weapon – a small penknife, from Lauren’s description. If it’s there, it’ll be covered in blood. And Moss is just the dog for the job.

Her phone rings, and she pauses to answer it.

‘I’m here now, Jack. Stop nagging.’

‘I’m not nagging, I’m… Okay, yes, I’m nagging. But I had a thought.’

‘Go on.’

‘We’ve finished interviewing Lauren. And she’s an open book, confessed to it all. I can’t think she’d have any reason to lie.’

‘So Brett killed Jazmine, and Lauren and Maggie covered it up.’

Lucy’s thoughts go back to what Pete told her about his sisters earlier in the week. Love and hate. Don’t underestimate the sisterly bond.

She senses Jack’s holding back. ‘But?’

‘But Jazmine Woodward’s head injuries. Lauren hasn’t mentioned Jazmine being hit around the head at any point. The blood loss found at the crime scene ties up with being stabbed, but if what Lauren says is true, how did the fractured skull occur?’

‘A bump while they were moving the body?’

‘Enough to cause a subdural haemorrhage?’

Lucy frowns. ‘I’ll keep a lookout.’

‘Thank you. You okay?’

‘I’m fine, Jack. Piss off,’ she finishes with a smile, and hangs up on him.

Inside, the air smells stuffy, and Lucy looks down the darkened corridor, remembering their search from last week. After they found the massive blood stain, the scene was sealed while the SOCOs did their job, and Moss and Lucy searched the rest of the house, finding nothing. A murder like Jazmine’s would have been messy. If the killer had taken the murder weapon to another part of the house they would have left a blood trail. Drips, spatters, cast off as they walked through. But according to both Moss and the technicians, the direction of travel for the body was out of the studio and down to the back door.

It makes sense to look there.

The door to the studio has been closed, but not locked. Inside, the boarding has been removed from the windows, casting a grey light over the room. The ripped-up floorboards have left a huge hole in the middle as the SOCOs removed evidence and took their samples. Moss instantly freezes at what must be a pungent odour of blood and Lucy rewards him with a quick, ‘Yes!’ and a chew on his ball. But there is more work to do.

She directs Moss away from the space, keeping him close and pointing towards the remaining furniture – the desk, the sofa, the skirting boards. She’s known hideaways behind them before, it wouldn’t surprise her, but Moss shows no interest. He’s distracted, wanting to go back to the original scene of the crime, but she keeps him focused with a point of her hand and a command to ‘look, look’.

They’re close to completing one circuit of the studio, when Moss pauses by the fireplace. The boards have been removed now, and he takes a few steps closer, his tail wagging furiously, pressing his nose against the cast iron. He sniffs, long and hard. Then freezes.

Lucy crouches down next to him. The dog looks at her, then sticks his nose back inside the firebox. The whole fireplace is big and old, grubby and disused, with a heavy iron grate sitting on top of the ashpan. It’s possible. There are no obvious signs of blood, but just because she can’t see it, it doesn’t mean it’s not there.

She rewards Moss with a chomp on his ball, then moves him away. She could call the SOCOs now, but she wants to be sure, so after putting nitrile gloves on, she gently pulls the ashpan out. A gust of grey dust, but otherwise, nothing. She’s disappointed, but Moss’s indication was clear. She’ll have one last look.

Getting down on her hands and knees, she peers inside, taking the torch from her tac vest and shining it deep into the fireplace. Spiders scuttle in cobwebs. Empty darkness stares back, except… What is that? The back left corner – there’s something that shines, that reflects the light. Much to Moss’s joy, she lies on the floor, and once she has pushed the enthusiastic spaniel away, she manages to remove some of the dust.

There’s definitely something there. She leaves it in situ, and squints into the darkness, appraising it from a distance.

It’s a paperweight. A glass stone, probably just bigger than her palm, flat on one side, curved on the other. In the torchlight, it glistens with blues and greens, silver swirls flecked through the glass. It’s beautiful, but as she looks closer, she can see that the glass is covered with blood. Spots and smudges in dried dark scarlet; she looks at it with awe.

Somebody used this to kill Jazmine. And it won’t take long to find out who. Because trapped in the dried blood is a perfect oval, filled with ridges and whorls.

A fingerprint.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

This is it. The murder weapon. Lucy has no doubt that this paperweight was used to cave in the front of Jazmine’s skull. And soon they’ll know who did it.

She leaves it for the SOCOs and clambers to her feet, dusting the ash and dirt from her hands and uniform. And that’s when she hears it. Footsteps, making their way through the house.

She stops and listens. They’re slow but steady. Getting closer.

Moss pauses, looking up at her. At first, she assumes it’s the scene guard, but he shouldn’t be anywhere near. She goes to call out, but instinct stops her. Nobody should be here.

The footsteps stop outside the studio. She doesn’t move, holds her hand out to Moss, palm flat, commanding him to sit and stay. Gently, she reaches for her radio, but pauses. It could be nothing; she doesn’t want to waste anyone’s time.

Her answer comes soon enough. The handle turns. The door opens. And there, his mouth distorted in a nasty sneer, is Kevin Walsh.

‘Well, well, well,’ he says. ‘You’re not who I was expecting.’

Lucy’s hand goes instinctively to her tac vest: her radio and her baton. But Walsh is quicker. He lunges for her wrist, knocking her radio out of her hand and sending her flying. She lands painfully on her side, and he’s on top of her, his hands gripping her wrists as she flails and screams.

‘No point shouting now, babe. Your man in front is nursing a bad headache, much like the one I gave you yesterday. I see you didn’t learn your lesson.’ He leans into her face. ‘No dog to save you today.’

Lucy can see Moss out of the corner of her eye. Lead trailing, he’s hopped out of the way and is standing in the corner of the room, his ears pushed back in fear, his tail between his legs.

‘I came looking for that other bitch,’ Walsh continues. ‘The one that gave Brett so much shit.’ Seeing Lucy’s surprise, he laughs, speckling her face with saliva. ‘Yeah, Brett told me all about her. Lauren? Not so dead, after all, so I thought I’d find where she lived, hoping that she’d be here. Got you instead. What a fucking bonus.’

Lucy wriggles and screams as he shifts his grip, holding both of her hands in one of his, his other exploring her body, painfully grabbing her breast. She sees her radio, knocked to the other side of the room. She needs Iggy, she needs…

And then she remembers. One chance. If only she could get a hand free. Just one.

Walsh’s hand goes lower, scrabbling at her clothes, pulling at her trousers. ‘Can’t make her pay, so you’ll have to do.’ He opens his mouth wide, lowering his head to hers, so close she can smell his fetid breath. He runs his tongue up her cheek and she fights and yells, her legs kicking out on the floor.

It’s enough. Her right arm pulls free and she punches out with the heel of her hand, landing it perfectly on the bridge of his nose. She feels a crack; blood spurts instantly and he recoils with a cry of anger and pain.

‘You bitch!’ he hollers, his hand pressed to his nose, blood streaming, as he struggles to his feet. She does the same, free now, but her only exit is blocked. ‘I was only going to fuck you, you little cunt. But now you’ve broken my nose…’ And Lucy’s breath catches as he takes a penknife out of his pocket. ‘Brett gave me this. Back then. Told me to dispose of it and do it fast. He trusted me. We used to work together, him and I, trawling the bars, working our magic on the girls. But I knew it was valuable. Knew it would come in useful.’ He grins and a prickle of cold sweat runs down Lucy’s spine. ‘Now I’m going to use it on you. An eye for an eye. I’m going to gut you, the same way he killed her.’

Lucy takes a step back, thrusting her hand in her pocket and pressing the button on the tiny black box left in there. And that’s when she hears it. The unmistakable sound of a furious German shepherd, getting closer. A barking, a howl, and Lucy screams at the top of her lungs. Shouting his name, over and over again, as Iggy takes the garden at full speed, hurling his full weight at the ground floor window.

Walsh’s expression morphs from complacency to abject fear as glass smashes and nearly seven stone of German shepherd comes right at him, teeth bared. He doesn’t stand a chance. Forty-two teeth latch onto his arm, pulling him down to the ground, and he hollers in pain, swear words dripping like blood from his lips.

‘Not so fucking confident now, are you?’ Lucy shouts. She reaches behind her and takes her cuffs from her belt, ready to go.

Iggy’s eyes swivel to look at her. ‘Good dog,’ she says, as he gives Walsh’s arm another few tugs. Walsh yells. Lucy smiles. ‘Out,’ she says, and this time Iggy lets go.

The man stays on his back, swearing. ‘Your dog bit me. He fucking bit me.’

‘Stay where you are,’ Lucy says, fastening the cuff to his left wrist. But before she can get it on his right, he wheels around with his fist, smacking Lucy on the side of the head.

The world tilts, her vision blurs and she goes down. The floorboards rasp against her cheek, blood in her eyes. And her main thought is: Iggy. Moss. Are her dogs okay? Has he attacked her dogs?

She tries to get up, but fails. She blinks, wipes her hand across her eyes, then smiles.

Walsh is on his back, once again pinned by Iggy, but this time his predicament is much, much worse.

Iggy has followed his training to the letter. If his handler is in danger, he goes for the assailant. But Walsh wasn’t standing there nicely with his left arm out as Iggy’s taught in training. In the confusion, he bit the first thing in range, and this time he’s gone right between Walsh’s legs. And Walsh’s not shouting anymore – the man’s screaming. High-pitched, hysterical squeals. Lucy’s never seen anything so funny.

Her head fucking hurts, and the cut from yesterday has reopened. Plus, the man tried to rape her, then kill her, so she takes a moment and watches as Iggy hangs on tight to Kevin Walsh’s balls. He’s howling now, a noise that no man should make, and she takes pity on him; first of all, she secures his hands behind his back, making sure the metal pinches his wrists, and then calls Iggy off.

Iggy releases, dancing backwards with joy as Lucy chucks him his ball on the rope. She bends down and fusses Moss, keeping a close eye on Walsh as she grabs her radio and calls it in.

The man is rolling on the floor and wailing. He can’t threaten anyone, much less rape them – he’s just had forty-two teeth clamped on his private parts, with nearly three hundred pounds of force per square inch. And knowing Iggy, he’d given it all a good chomp. The ultimate tug of war.

Over the next quarter of an hour, ambulances and police vans arrive, taking charge of the injured Walsh. The scene guard had been taken unawares and knocked out cold – he gets the first ambulance, while Walsh writhes in pain in the mud. Lucy wearily loads Iggy and Moss into the back of her car, then a paramedic persuades her to let him look at her head.

‘Do you think the dog’s done permanent damage?’ she asks him.

The paramedic looks across to where Walsh’s screaming, his crotch saturated with blood. ‘We can only hope so,’ he says, not able to withhold his smirk. ‘Nasty. That’ll put him out of action for a while.’

They watch him writhe with pain a moment longer.

‘Couldn’t have happened to a nicer man,’ the paramedic finishes.

And Lucy has to agree.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

Midnight, and Jack sits in his office. His eyes are scratchy, his back aches; he lifts his fingers to the ceiling and stretches. What a day. What a long fucking day.

He hears laughter and sits back, waiting for Amrit and Vaughn to return from interviewing Kevin Walsh. Released from the hospital after his altercation with Iggy, Walsh was deposited unceremoniously into an interview room, Amrit and Vaughn requesting to lead. By all accounts, he was grumpy and sore; the hospital said he’d need a while to recover in that area – not that he’ll have any use for it where he’s going.

Amrit and Vaughn arrive in the incident room and head straight towards Jack’s office. Amrit takes a seat in front of his desk, grinning, while Vaughn leans against the wall.

‘And?’ Jack prompts.

‘He’s furious,’ Amrit says.

‘Spitting feathers,’ Vaughn adds. ‘Started by blaming it all on Brett Thompson. It was Brett’s idea, Men First was Brett’s group, but once we told him we had access to the chat room and could see everything he’s posted for the last few years, he went quiet.’

‘Had a chat with his solicitor, then returned a bit more willing to talk,’ Amrit says. ‘Wanted to cut a deal.’

‘And you said?’ Jack asks, smiling.

‘Told him we had signed statements from three women who had positively identified him as the man who raped them. We don’t need his intel.’

‘Why do a deal with the devil when you have him by his balls?’ Vaughn says and Amrit laughs.

‘You didn’t say that?’ Jack asks, astonished.

‘He did!’

‘I did. He didn’t appreciate it.’

‘I bet.’

Operation Amberstone has been busy. The sudden influx of intel from the chat rooms and message boards had produced a slew of suspects. Matching victims to offenders became simple after that. Some women were reticent, but others were willing to come forward. Three of the men arrested from the raid at the pub have been charged already. There will be more to come.

Jack will hand it over from here. As much as he wants to follow the prosecutions through to the end, even he has to admit that he doesn’t have the expertise or resource. There are too many offenders, too many victims; already searches have produced multiple laptops, leading to additional crimes. Voyeurism, public indecency, upskirting, possession of extreme porn. Even some crimes against children. Unpicking it all will take months, maybe even years.

‘Did Walsh know Lauren Shaw or Jazmine Woodward?’ Jack asks, his attention back on Amrit.

‘Not personally,’ Amrit replies. ‘And I believe him. He knew Brett back then and gave a whole load of shite about how Lauren set Brett up and deserved everything she got, but I don’t think they ever met. And the intel agrees.’ Amrit pauses. ‘How is Lucy?’

‘She’s fine. Shaken, but okay.’

Jack spoke to Lucy earlier. Her voice wobbled as she reassured him she didn’t need him to come over. Work demanded he stayed here.

‘Put that bastard behind bars,’ Lucy had said, and Jack heard the resolution in her voice.

‘A few days off work and she’ll be back to normal,’ Jack finishes.

‘And Iggy’s okay? I heard he went through a window to get her.’

Jack smiles. ‘The vet checked him over. A few small cuts but he’ll be fine.’

Vaughn shudders. ‘Imagine seeing that coming at you. All those teeth. More effective than a Taser every time.’

‘It’s late, both of you get off home,’ Jack says, but he notices Amrit hesitate. ‘Amrit?’

‘Can I have a word?’

‘Sure. Oscar, do you mind giving us a bit of space for a moment, but could you hold on? I’d like to have a quick chat.’

Concern crosses Vaughn’s face, but he nods and heads out into the incident room. Jack turns his attention to Amrit. ‘What’s up?’

‘It’s…’ Amrit begins, nervously. ‘What’s happening with Phil? I wondered, because after everything he did yesterday… with the raid…’ She trails off, looking uncertain. ‘We all make mistakes. I don’t want his career to suffer.’

Jack nods. ‘And nor do I. But I spoke to PSD this morning, and we’ve agreed that Phil will be transferred. Still as a DC, but to another team – after some intensive refresher training. I only want people around me I can trust, and although I’m pretty sure Phil will change his ways from here, I don’t like what he was doing, and I don’t want you or Emma to have to work with him. Is that okay with you?’

Amrit smiles. ‘Yes. And thank you.’ She goes to leave, then changes her mind. ‘But boss. We’ll recruit, please?’

Jack laughs. ‘Yes, I promise we’ll replace him. And maybe get a few others. The chief super’s always nagging me to expand the team. Go home, Amrit. Good work.’

‘You should go home, too, boss. See Sophie.’

‘… Ah.’

Amrit gives him a sympathetic look. ‘You didn’t?’

‘She did.’ Jack shrugs. ‘It wasn’t working.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She pauses. ‘Do you need anything?’

He could tell her how the thought of going home to an empty house makes him feel achingly lonely. How, in this moment, he would give anything to have someone to greet him, offer him reassurance that the world isn’t as bad as it feels right now.

But instead, he says: ‘No, I’m fine. Go home.’

Amrit heads off, shoulders high, and Jack gestures Vaughn back in.

‘It’s nothing bad,’ Jack says with a reassuring smile. ‘I wanted to talk to you about your plans.’

‘My plans?’ Vaughn sinks into the seat opposite Jack. ‘Sort the paperwork, head home tomorrow.’

‘And after that?’

Vaughn looks at him curiously. ‘Boss?’

‘As you can see, our team is a little depleted. There’s a place for you here, if you want it.’

‘In your Major Crimes team?’

‘If that’s not too horrific a thought? I’ve seen you work, and I like your style. You and Amrit seem to get on well. There’s a DI position going spare. We’d have to go through the formalities – do an interview, speak to HR – but as far as I’m concerned, the job’s yours.’

‘My wife does have family down here.’ Vaughn looks stunned. ‘Yes. Blimey. I hadn’t considered it, but—’

‘Think about it. Speak to your wife. You don’t have to decide now. Just let me know.’

Vaughn leaves, slightly shellshocked, and Jack leans back in his seat. If Vaughn agrees, it’ll be an additional positive outcome to what’s been a tiring nine days. He needs to go home himself, get some sleep, but the outstanding lab result niggles. Something else happened to Jazmine, something that caved in her skull, and Jack hopes that paperweight holds the answers.

His phone rings, interrupting his thoughts.

‘I was just thinking about you,’ he says to Fran.

‘You were? How lovely.’

‘Do you have the results from the lab?’

Fran chuckles, then turns to business. ‘I do.’ There’s a pause, then Fran says, ‘They found blood and fingerprints on the paperweight. But Jack, it’s not what you expect.’
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DAY TEN – THURSDAY
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

Maggie never believed her sister was missing. But she had grown sick of her shit – of the constant affairs, the men, the oh-so-relaxed bohemian lifestyle when she had Declan right under her nose. Declan, with his ruffled hair, the omnipresent smudge of mud on his cheek. The only man who could make wellington boots look good.

Lauren had no idea what she had.

So when Lauren disappeared, Maggie saw an opportunity. Show Declan who she really was. The police would find her at some dirty bed and breakfast, a man between her thighs, and Declan would be thrown into Maggie’s arms, seeking solace. But Declan already knew. And he didn’t care.

He slept with Maggie but it was Lauren he wanted, Lauren he loved.

She expected to hear from her sister eventually. A phone call, Lauren with that wheedling, apologetic tone Maggie was used to. But this – this was different. A panicked, breathless sob down the phone. Midnight, Maggie in the first blur of sleep.

‘Help,’ Lauren said. ‘You have to help me, Mags.’

Maggie didn’t hesitate. Got into her car and drove to Bracken House, expecting to find Lauren crying on the sofa, gin in hand. Because Declan had broken up with her at last. He’d had enough and left.

But what she found was an open front door. A quiet house. And Lauren, pale and shocked, standing over a dead body.

Maggie’s first thought: There’s so much blood. How is there so much blood? And the second: Who is this?

‘He didn’t mean to kill her,’ Lauren stuttered. ‘She shouldn’t have brought a knife.’

‘He… who?’

‘Brett. We were going to call the police on Brett.’

‘Brett?’ Maggie blinked at her. ‘My Brett?’ Lauren nodded. ‘What’s he done?’

And Lauren told her all of it. About the affair, and the blackmail. Poor dead Jazmine, and all the other women. Who knew how many other women. Maggie gawped at her, thoughts fizzing and popping in her brain. That bastard! How could he? How could she?? And: I’m glad I fucked Declan. But she didn’t say them out loud, especially not that last one, and opted for the practical instead.

‘We need to bury the body.’

Lauren gawped. ‘We can’t!’

‘We bloody well can. Have you called the police? Who knew Jazmine was here?’

‘Nobody, and no. But we can’t!’

‘If we don’t, Lauren, you’re going to prison for murder. Nobody will ever believe your story. At the very least, they’ll think you and Jazmine were here to kill Brett. Where is he now?’

‘He’s gone.’

‘Gone? Where?’ Maggie didn’t wait, just pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialled her husband. He didn’t answer – she didn’t expect him to – and she left a message. ‘Get back here now. We need your help to clean up this mess.’

She turned back to her sister. Lauren was still frozen and Maggie grabbed her by the hands, holding them tight. ‘You’re my baby sister,’ she said, as Lauren stared at the ground. ‘I’ll do anything to protect you.’

‘But they’ll know I’m involved. They’ll come looking for Jazmine and they’ll know we were friends. I’m a terrible liar. They’ll find out.’

‘So you must disappear too.’

‘What?’ Lauren looked at her as Maggie realised her opportunity. Convince Lauren to leave and she’d have everything she’d ever wanted – the house, Declan. All to enjoy without her spoiled little sister.

Maggie looked calmly at Lauren. ‘You need to run,’ she said. ‘The police think you’re missing anyway, that you’ve gone off with some bloke, they won’t look. Then when the fuss has died down, you can come back. No one will think you had anything to do with Jazmine’s death. And they’ll never be able to find her.’

‘But how will I live? I’ll need ID, money.’

‘We’ve got Dad’s money. I can open another bank account in my name, send it to you. Bits at a time, nothing to raise suspicion. And you can take my driving licence. We look enough alike, you’ll get away with it.’

So Lauren agreed, and that’s what they did. Some part of Brett must have felt a semblance of guilt, as he returned, silent, and together they dug a hole, in the far side of the garden. Sweating in the warm May night, they moved soil, digging down as far as they could go, Maggie grateful for Brett’s muscles. It was hard, dirty work.

A few feet down, Maggie left Lauren and Brett and went back to the studio. Jazmine was where they’d left her, but her eyes were closed.

Had they been like that before? Maggie crouched as close as she could to the body, pressed her fingers against the side of her neck. And there, faint but beating, was a pulse.

How could she still be alive? The sheer quantity of blood soaking into the carpet – there couldn’t be much left to pump around, surely? Maggie stood up, listened. Lauren and Brett were in the garden, no doubt about that. And that’s when she saw it.

The paperweight. Lauren’s light fingers, their indulging father, a cossetted child – and look where they’d ended up.

She held it gently in her hand. The silver sparkled in the light.

Without giving it a second thought, she kneeled beside Jazmine and, raising her hand high, she brought it down as hard as she could. Once was all that was needed; she felt the skull give way, blood spattering Maggie’s face.

Maggie stopped, her chest heaving, and forced herself to look at the body. At the gaping hole in the woman’s skull. She checked for a pulse: nothing. There was no waking up from that.

Hurriedly, she got to her feet, collected a sheet from the cupboard and wrapped Jazmine’s body inside, covering her face, her head, her feet; her hands folded across her chest like an Egyptian mummy. And she waited. For Brett and Lauren to return.

Together, they carried the body to the hole – heavy, awkward – eventually dropping it with a thud at the bottom. Maggie picked up the spade and started shovelling.

Lauren gasped. ‘Shouldn’t we say something? Last rites?’

Brett glared. His face was streaked with mud, his shirt sticking to his back. ‘You stupid bitch,’ he hissed. ‘This is your fault. Don’t you forget it.’

And he left them, tramping across the moonlit garden. Back to his car, and away.

Maggie wordlessly handed Lauren the spade. And Lauren’s fate was sealed.



The two detectives stare at Maggie. Her mouth is dry and she picks up the plastic cup in front of her, taking a sip. There was no point in hiding it. They had forensics, evidence – they knew what she’d done but this was her time. Her story to tell. And she was damned if she was going to let Lauren have the last word.

‘Don’t you believe me?’ she says.

DCI Ellis clears his throat. ‘We believe you. Your fingerprints and Jazmine’s blood on the paperweight match. Plus, the pathologist confirmed this morning that the paperweight is the right shape and size to have killed her. But what I don’t understand is why? Why did you kill Jazmine? She might have survived, and she would have corroborated Lauren’s story about Brett and what he did. Your sister might have got off with a lesser charge, and she wouldn’t have had to spend ten years on the run.’

‘Do you have siblings, DCI Ellis?’ Maggie asks.

‘Only child.’

‘And you?’ she addresses DS Amrit Gill.

‘A brother and a sister. I’m the oldest.’

‘So you understand.’

Gill looks uncomfortable. ‘Understand what?’

‘Understand what it’s like – being the older sibling. You try to protect them, while your parents do nothing but mollycoddle. Lauren got away with murder.’ She laughs. ‘Bad choice of words. She was only two years younger than me but Dad thought the sun shone out of her arse. She got the musical genes, while I’m tone-deaf – can’t hold a tune, let alone play the piano. Lauren picked it all up instantly. Piano, guitar, it was a sixth sense to her. And that was all Dad could see.

‘I knew he’d give her the house. Okay, so the money was fifty-fifty, but the house and everything in it was hers. Didn’t matter that I was skint, trying to get whatever work I could; Lauren got the house. I grew up there too! She got everything she wanted. Declan, our childhood home, and we all knew the record contract would soon be in the bag. She even screwed my husband! When I saw that dead body, I knew it was my chance. Lauren could leave, and I could have the house. I could even have Declan.’

‘But that wasn’t how Declan saw it, was it?’

‘No.’ She sneers. ‘He was distraught when she didn’t come back. And he left the house to rot. I offered to take it from him, but he refused. Said it was Lauren’s and if she couldn’t have it, nobody could. Selfish bastard,’ she spits. ‘And spineless. Bit of a disappointment, in the end.’

‘So you let your sister believe her actions led to Jazmine’s death, when it had been you all along – because you were jealous?’

‘You say that like it was nothing. But if you’ve been made to feel like shit your whole life, and you have a chance to get rid of the cause, wouldn’t you take it?’

‘I’m not sure I’d kill over it,’ Amrit Gill mutters.

The two detectives close their notepads, getting ready to leave. ‘Is that it?’ Maggie asks. For the first time, she’s scared. Of what will happen next. Of going to prison.

‘One last thing,’ Ellis says. ‘Was it worth it? Did you feel better, with Lauren gone?’

‘No,’ Maggie says, staring at her hands. ‘I just felt lonely.’ She looks up, suddenly hopeful. ‘Could you ask Lauren to visit me? Please?’ Then she reconsiders. ‘But I don’t think she’ll want to, will she?’

‘No,’ Ellis says. ‘Once she hears this, I don’t suppose she will.’
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR

Lucy wakes up to a message from her sergeant telling her not to come in.

‘I think you’ve done enough for the moment,’ Andrews says on the voicemail, conveying more disapproval than sympathy in one short message. But Lucy doesn’t care. She didn’t sleep much last night, her headache and strange dreams of empty houses conspiring against her, and now she rolls over and closes her eyes, letting the morning disappear.

Hours later, the barking rouses her. She tentatively lifts her head from her pillow, her fingers probing the egg-sized lump on her forehead. The headache has faded, and she listens to footsteps in her kitchen, the rumble of a deep voice talking to Iggy, Moss and Edie.

After a moment, the heavy tread makes its way up to her bedroom, and Pete pokes his head around the door.

‘You’re awake,’ he says. He holds out a mug of coffee. The first line of defence.

‘I heard you come in.’ She hauls herself up to sit against her pillows. He hands her the coffee. ‘Thank you.’

‘I didn’t mean to wake you. Andrews called me. He assumed I knew about last night and would be with you. I came to sort the dogs.’

‘Thank you,’ she repeats, the wave of guilt encroaching like a tsunami.

Pete sits gently on the bed. ‘Why did I have to be told by our skipper that you’d been attacked?’ he asks softly. ‘Again.’ He won’t look at her.

‘I’m sorry.’ She reaches out and takes hold of his hand. ‘After I’d dealt with the crime scene, and got my head sewn up, made sure Iggy was okay, and got Edie checked up at the vet, all I wanted to do was go to bed.’

‘But I could have helped with that. I could have driven you to the hospital, sorted the dogs.’

‘I know,’ Lucy whispers.

‘Why won’t you let me help you?’

There’s so much Lucy wants to say. How she doesn’t deserve him. How he should have someone who will give him what he wants – children, a family. How she knows it’s over between them but can’t bring herself to end the only good, healthy relationship she’s ever had.

Once again, she’s saved by the dogs. Out in the garden, Iggy has sensed he’s missing out on something important and has started barking. Pete looks in the direction of the garden and sighs.

‘I’ll walk the dogs.’

‘I’ll come with you—’

‘No, stay here. You need to rest up—’

‘I hate resting. You know that. Just let me get dressed. I’ll be down in a sec.’

Pete pauses, uncertain. Then: ‘Okay. Take your time.’

If Lucy’s going to split up with Pete, she wants to do it in the open air, walking side by side through the woods. Then she won’t have to look at him. She won’t have to see the hurt on his face as she tells him this can’t possibly work.

She gets dressed, with a heavy heart. Cleans her teeth, brushes her hair and plaits it back. When she gets downstairs, Pete’s already waiting in the back garden, his two dogs patiently sitting alongside Iggy, Moss and Edie.

He hands her the dog leads and they set off.

The two of them have trod this path many times before. Down the main road and out to where Marchwood joins the New Forest.

The spaniels are instantly swallowed into the undergrowth. The shepherds stick closer to their owners, Iggy cajoling Dax to play, the older dog warning him off with a growl. Edie mooches along behind, content in her own way.

‘Jack split up with Sophie, did you hear?’ Pete says.

‘He told me.’ Lucy glances at him. He’s staring straight ahead. ‘How do you know?’

‘Jack mentioned it to Amrit. Amrit told Gus. Gus told me.’

‘Bloody hell. You men are right old gossips.’

‘I was surprised. I thought Jack and Sophie were solid.’

‘Not really. It was the age-old problem. She wanted kids. He didn’t.’

She tries to keep her voice level, but watches him carefully, gauging his response. He nods to himself. ‘Never good. And Jack’s sure?’

‘I think so.’

‘Are you?’ Pete doesn’t vary his pace, doesn’t change his tone. ‘Do you want kids, Lucy? Because ever since we had dinner at Fran’s, you’ve been different. Avoiding me.’

‘I haven’t—’

‘You went to Newcastle for three days! With another man!’ He catches himself, actively calming his irritation with a deep breath. ‘It doesn’t take a genius to work out what’s going on.’

‘Honestly?’

‘Please.’

‘I don’t think so, no.’ She sighs as they trudge onwards. ‘I like the idea of it, the rose-tinted Hallmark view, but in reality I can’t think of anything worse. The sleepless nights, the concern. I see people our age, with their splintered marriages and the worry lines and the endless fucking juggle of school and work and after-school clubs—’

Pete laughs. A release in the tension. ‘After-school clubs don’t come until much later.’

‘I know. But these are people with normal jobs. Office jobs. How on earth would we balance it?’

‘Shadow shifts?’

‘But then we’d never see each other. And our day doesn’t end because the clock ticks around. We have four dogs between us. Currently five. Isn’t that enough?’

She comes to the end of her rant, pausing in the middle of the path. For the first time she risks a look at him. ‘What do you think?’ she asks, nervously.

He stops next to her, looking up at the sky. The chilly air has brought a flush to his cheeks. Annoyingly, with his stubble and tousled hair, he couldn’t look more handsome.

‘When I was young,’ he begins. ‘I only wanted one thing – to work with dogs. Whether that was in the police force, or the army, or as a dog trainer, I didn’t care. And I’ve achieved that.’

The dogs realise their humans have stopped and pause, looking back down the track with confusion.

Pete starts walking again. ‘If you wanted kids, then fine. I – we – could make that work. Four – five – dogs or not. And if you don’t?’ He shrugs. ‘I have two sisters, five nieces and nephews. They’re adorable, but that’s enough. I’m cool uncle Pete, and I’ll take them for their first pint. What more could I want?’

‘A family of your own?’

‘That was never the plan.’ He looks at her and smiles, and the rock in the middle of her chest starts to crumble. ‘I don’t need much, and I don’t want much. Meeting you, being with you, it’s more than I ever expected. I’m happy with that.’

He stops again, bending down and kissing her gently.

‘But please – please, I beg you – if something’s bothering you, talk to me about it. Don’t go running away to Newcastle, leaving me wondering what I did wrong. And certainly don’t go to the hospital by yourself after you’ve been attacked – for the second time, I should add – by a psycho rapist. I love you. You love me, I think.’

‘I do.’ She grins.

‘So let me show it, once in a while. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

‘Now, is there anything else we need to talk about? Anything bothering you?’

For a moment, the kiss with Jack flashes in her head. A stupid, crazy thing to do. She looks up into Pete’s handsome, trusting face, and she shakes her head. It didn’t happen. And it will never happen again.

‘No,’ she says. And she leans up to kiss him.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE

Lucy and Pete spend the rest of the day on the sofa, surrounded by peaceful slumbering dogs. This is all she needs, all she ever wanted.

But the world keeps turning, and she can only keep Pete stationary for so long.

‘You have no food in your fridge, and I’m hungry,’ he declares, pulling himself to his feet and grabbing his car keys. ‘I won’t be long.’

‘Buy pizza,’ she shouts at his departing back, but a few minutes later, she hears a knock.

‘Did you forget your keys?’ Lucy calls out, as she reluctantly gets up to answer the door. But instead of Pete, Jack’s standing there.

‘How are you doing?’ he asks. ‘Sorry I haven’t been by sooner.’

‘I’m good. A bit roughed-up but nothing I don’t get every day from Iggy.’

‘Good,’ Jack repeats.

‘Good.’ There’s a long pause. ‘Do you want to come in, or was it my doorstep you wanted to see?’

‘No… Yes… I…’ He steps inside, taking his coat off and hanging it neatly on a hook. Lucy smiles at the juxtaposition between his spotless wool overcoat and her mud-spattered anorak as she follows him through to the kitchen. He hesitates, looking around. Something about his manner is different, something she can’t put her finger on.

‘I wanted to talk to you,’ he says. ‘It’s important.’

Lucy’s instantly wary. ‘Okay?’

‘Is Pete around?’

‘No, he’s gone to Tesco.’ She frowns. ‘What’s up, Jack?’

‘Did you take Edie to the vet?’

And Lucy realises – he’s not here to see her. He’s here for the dog.

She smiles. ‘Yesterday. And she’s fine. She’s not chipped so we’ve got no way of tracking a previous owner, if she even had one. Why?’ She grins, knowing the answer to the question.

Jack looks at her, uncertain. ‘So, I was thinking, as Edie’s still here and you haven’t found a new home for her—’

‘Yes, you can take her.’

Jack relaxes instantly. ‘If that would be okay? As you said, she’s an old dog, and I can easily walk her first thing. I’d need to get up a bit earlier, and I could get someone to let her out at lunchtime – there’s enough companies around that do that sort of thing, I see their vans…’

Lucy’s never heard Jack so verbose. ‘That sounds perfect. I have a million dog beds and bowls lying around. Edie can go home with you tonight, although you’ll need to get her jabs done, and get her chipped yourself, as soon as you can.’

‘I will.’

Hearing her name, the lurcher sighs as she rouses herself from the sofa, then the tap tap of her claws as she makes her way across the wooden floor. When the dog sees Jack, her pace increases from snail to sloth, her ears lifting. If that wasn’t surprising enough, Jack’s dropped down into a crouch, greeting the dog with a two-handed caress of the ears. Such a change, from the man who wanted nothing to do with Moss barely fifteen months before.

‘What do you think, Edes?’ he says with a big smile. ‘Do you want to live with me?’

The dog replies by licking his face. He splutters, quickly wiping it away with his hand. Not so different, after all.

Now the business with the dog has been dealt with, Jack’s more his usual self, taking a seat at the kitchen table, the lurcher at his feet. Lucy makes him tea, sitting down opposite him, clutching a mug of her own.

‘Did you hear?’ Jack says. ‘Maggie Shaw’s been charged with Jazmine Woodward’s murder. That leaves Lauren with preventing lawful burial or perverting the course of justice, depending on what the CPS decide tomorrow. In addition to the murder charge.’

‘Of Brett Thompson?’

‘Yes, although if her lawyer has any sense he’ll argue self-defence.’

‘Let’s hope so. Poor woman.’ Lucy gets a look from Jack. ‘I mean it. It’s tragic that Jazmine died and her body lay undiscovered for a decade, but Brett Thompson put her and who knows how many other women through hell. He deserved to be smashed in the head – or worse. Poker should have gone somewhere else, in my opinion.’ Jack snorts with laughter. ‘And Declan?’

‘The innocent party, believe it or not. He says he’s going to do up the house. Nobody will buy it, and he wants something good to come out of the whole affair. You never know, English Heritage might slap a blue plaque on it to celebrate David Shaw, and then it’ll be famous. And not just for being where someone died.’

There’s a rumpus from the back garden – dogs barking, Pete laughing as they enthusiastically announce his return. He comes into the kitchen, two Tesco bags in his hands.

‘Pizza, as requested, madam. And ice cream and chocolate, and all number of horrifically sugary treats. Plus some vegetables for good measure.’ He spots Jack and pauses. ‘All right, mate?’

His words are friendly, but Lucy can detect the tone is more guarded than usual.

‘Jack’s here for Edie,’ Lucy says. ‘He’s going to adopt her.’

Pete raises his eyebrows, then nods slowly. ‘There’s a certain symmetry to that. Glad you found each other.’ He gives Lucy a kiss on the cheek, then a look she can’t decipher. A question, unasked? A tinge of jealousy, of suspicion? But it’s gone as quickly as it arrives.

‘I’m going for a shower,’ he says. ‘Good to see you, Jack. Look after her.’

Jack watches him go. ‘I assume he means the dog.’ Then, under his breath: ‘Did you—’

Lucy cuts him off. ‘No.’

‘Good.’ Then quieter, ‘Good.’

The two of them sit for a moment. Silence, bar the gentle sighs of the slumbering dog, the quiet rumble of the traffic on the road.

‘I should…’ Jack begins.

‘Yes,’ Lucy replies with more enthusiasm than she should have. ‘I’ll get you that stuff, wait here.’

She leaves Jack in the kitchen while she gathers spare dog bowls, leads, a bed, a few of the less chewed toys, old towels, some food. Anything he might need. He’s being awkward around her, and she with him – the secret of what happened in Newcastle simmering below the surface. A shipwreck, lying dead as a warning to passing ships? Or a siren song, calling them to dash their lives upon the rocks? Only time will tell.

She pushes the box of dog stuff into Jack’s hands, and he carries it out of the door and to his Mercedes.

‘You’ll need to get a crate, or some way of making sure she’s secure in your car,’ Lucy says. ‘But you’ll be okay for today. And book those vaccinations in.’

‘I will.’ The dog follows Jack happily, and delicately climbs into the passenger side, lying down in a small ball in the footwell as if she’s always travelled that way. ‘I assume you haven’t heard from Tansy?’ Jack asks.

‘Nothing. And I don’t expect to either.’

‘I’m sorry Newcastle didn’t turn out how you thought.’

‘I’m not sure what I wanted,’ Lucy replies, and suddenly she’s uncertain whether she’s talking about Tansy, or their kiss.

‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Jack says, and with a wave, he shuts the passenger-side door and climbs into the driver’s seat. ‘Remember that.’

Lucy watches Jack reverse onto the street, then disappear into the night. The tall blond-haired man, with the slim golden-yellow dog. She lightly touches two fingers to her lips. It wasn’t your fault, she thinks to herself, although she was there. She kissed him, too.

She turns, as Pete heads down the stairs wearing a grey T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms. Hair damp, bare feet, clinging T-shirt; he smells delicious.

‘What?’ he says, seeing the look she’s giving him.

‘Get back up those stairs.’

‘What do you mean…?’ he replies, an innocent look on his face. ‘Don’t you want dinner? Aren’t you hungry?’

‘You have no idea,’ she says, and she points, decisively, towards the bedroom.
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CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX

Lauren doesn’t want to see her sister. Her solicitor has mentioned Maggie’s request – to sit, to explain, to apologise, whatever – but Lauren doesn’t want to hear it. For ten years, Lauren stayed on the run, thinking that she, and she alone, was responsible for Jazmine’s death. And now she hears that Jazmine could have survived? That she was alive even when they were digging her grave?

Her solicitor has confirmed: the PM is conclusive. She was dead when she was buried. But the thought haunts her. Jazmine in the dirt, gasping for breath. Or earlier, bleeding into the carpet, desperate for help. And Lauren did nothing. She could have checked for a pulse. Called 999. But instead she covered up her crime, and ran.

Lauren paces her cell. She deserves what’s coming. Sentencing, prison, whatever. But first, there’s someone she needs to see.

There’s a knock on the metal door. ‘It’s time,’ the guard calls, and he escorts her out. Already, she’s used to the simplicity of being on remand. Being told what to do, when to eat, when to shower. After the unpredictability of being on the run, she’s glad of the stability. Her only worry is whether she’ll still be allowed to play her guitar, but her solicitor was optimistic that once she’s settled, demonstrating she’s no risk, it might be possible.

She follows the guard through long bare corridors to the interview room at the end. And there he is. Declan. Her husband. He gets to his feet when she walks in but he’s hesitant. She doesn’t go in for a hug. The two of them sit down.

He’s changed. Ten years have passed, but it’s more than that. The smile lines have morphed into a frown. He’s not the same easy-going guy she fell in love with – shadows under his eyes, his face sagged. She’s done this to him.

‘It’s good to see you,’ Declan says. ‘When they told me you weren’t dead…’ His chin wobbles, she worries he might cry. ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were alive?’

‘Brett,’ she says simply. ‘He threatened me, threatened Maggie. He would have gone to the police, told them what we’d done.’ She utters an angry laugh. ‘I should have let him do it.’

‘I heard,’ Declan says. ‘What Maggie did. But that means you’re not responsible, doesn’t it? You can get out of here.’

‘I killed Brett. Hit him over the head with a poker.’ Declan winces. ‘But before I did, we had a chat. And do you know what he told me?’

Declan opens his mouth but stays silent.

‘We had a heart-to-heart. Like the good old days – Brett was always open with me. He said that you slept with Maggie.’

He pales. ‘There’s no excuse for it. The first time it happened I was drunk, and I was angry. About what you were doing with Brett. And all those other guys.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Lauren says. ‘I was stupid. I only ever loved you.’ His face softens. ‘But do you know what else Brett told me on Saturday night?’ She leans forward. ‘That you knew.’

There’s a long pause. ‘Knew what?’

‘What he was doing. That he was cheating on Maggie with loads of other women. That he was filming them all. That’s why you argued that night, wasn’t it? When the police were called.’

‘We were fighting about you. You’re all that mattered to me. It was bad enough that you two were having an affair, but I knew you weren’t the only one. I could have taken it if you two were in love, but he didn’t give a shit about you. You were destroying our marriage over a man who turned womanising into a sport. Who seduced them, and if that didn’t work, got them pissed, drugged them. Anything so he could up his body count. That’s what he called them. His body count. He was disgusting.’

Lauren’s furious now, blood racing in her veins. ‘He was,’ she spits. ‘But you were just as bad.’

‘Me? What did I do?’

‘Nothing! You did nothing! That’s the point. You knew what he was doing and you did nothing to stop him—’

‘What was I supposed to do? I told him—’

‘You could have called the police. You could have told me! I was your wife. Brett said you’d known he was sleeping around since the New Year before. Two months before I slept with him. Five months before I found out he’d been filming me. He used that to blackmail me, did you know that? So I’d keep sleeping with him.’

‘I… I…’

‘He raped me, and you could have stopped him.’

‘I’m… I’m sorry,’ Declan stutters.

‘There are men out there, more than you think, that do terrible, awful things to women. And they should be arrested, yes, they should be punished. But the thing I can’t stomach are the others. The men that believe they’re good, they’re nice, because every now and again they open a door for a woman, or they give up their seat on the train. But this! This is what they should be doing. Speaking up. Reporting it to the police – even if they’re mates, or family, or whatever.’ She looks at Declan, right in the eye. ‘That’s what you should have been doing.’

She remembers facing Brett in his living room last Saturday night. She’d known there would only be so long until the police caught up with her so she’d called him, asked to come around. He’d readily agreed. And when he’d opened his front door, she’d recognised the look on his face. The leer. The smell of beer on his breath, the way he kissed her cheek, lingering that little bit too long. He was going to fuck her, whether she wanted him to, or not. And she was sick to her stomach of it all.

He’d fetched her a drink. She’d taken a sip but put it down – who knows what was in it. And they’d talked. Brett had no reason to lie. She’d been on the run for ten years, while he’d flourished in his career. He’d won.

He told her about Declan, all those years ago. How they’d fought. How pathetic Declan had been, begging Brett to end it.

‘Your husband was a piece of shit,’ Brett had sneered. ‘He’d seen me picking up women at New Year. Right in front of Maggie. But he didn’t care about that. Not until he found out I was sleeping with you. He saw a message on your phone, from me to you, did you know? And then he had the audacity to try and fight me in that bar. So I told him, there and then. What I’d been doing to you in glorious detail.’ He’d laughed. ‘Fuck – he didn’t like that. You – and all the other women.’

‘How many?’ Lauren had stuttered. ‘How many women?’

‘As many as I wanted. Even if they didn’t.’

And once he told her that, she knew what she had to do.

‘Brett had been raping women for ten years,’ she tells Declan now. ‘And you could have stopped it all on New Year’s Eve in 2013. You absolute coward.’

She gets up, bangs her fist on the door.

‘Lauren, please,’ Declan pleads, his face stricken. ‘Please don’t go.’

The guard opens the door. ‘It’s too late,’ she replies. ‘You’re too late.’

And she walks out of the room. Back to her cell. She will take responsibility for what happened. For her part in Jazmine dying. And for Brett’s murder. She intended to kill him. And she had no regrets as she bashed the poker into Brett’s skull. She stands by it all.

He had to be stopped. He won’t hurt anyone again.

Because when good men do nothing, sometimes women have to act.
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THREE MONTHS LATER


DECEMBER
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EPILOGUE

Autumn has turned, and with it the weather. The rain pours for weeks, turning the ground to sludge, the world to a uniform grey.

Jack stands at the water’s edge, his muscles shaking with cold. The wind whips viciously, pulling at his coat, turning the rain into spikey bullets, peppering his face. He’s frozen, from the inside out.

‘I’m sorry to bring you here, guv,’ the uniform says despondently, next to him. ‘But we thought you’d want to know.’

‘I appreciate the call,’ Jack replies, and misery drags at his soul. He knows why he’s here. The small blue tent is a giveaway, a crime scene constructed around a body. Trying to conserve evidence, useless in the face of the oncoming tide, knowing that whoever’s under there will have been washed clean of all forensics weeks ago.

‘Let’s get this over with, shall we?’ Jack says, and he pulls shoe covers on, then a white suit, pushing the door of the tent away as he walks inside.

A woman bends over the body. Fran, decked out in the same protective suit as his. She sees him and moves back, her eyes sympathetic but hopeful. Maybe this isn’t who she thinks it is. Maybe it’s someone else’s daughter, sister, mother – a different family about to be destroyed.

Jack crouches down next to the body, taking a look at the bloated face, the distorted features. Weeks in water hasn’t done her any favours, but there’s no doubt in Jack’s mind.

‘Shit,’ he mutters.

‘It’s her, isn’t it?’ Fran says.

‘Yes,’ Jack replies.

Long brown hair sticks in strands, like seaweed, to her face. He wants to move it, to run a finger down her cheek. To reassure her that life isn’t as bad as she thought it was. That things would be easier from now on.

But he’s too late.

He blinks, fighting tears, then turns back to the corpse.

‘What happened, Tansy?’ he whispers to the dead woman. ‘What did you do?’
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