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    Twenty years ago, the ghost of a dead little girl drove Sheriff Michael Blaine to his death. 
 
      
 
    Now, that same ghost is coming for his daughter. 
 
      
 
    FROM THE AUTHOR OF ASYLUM, AMERICAN COVEN AND THE FARM. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the town where she grew up, Alex Roberts is determined to live a normal, quiet life. For the residents of Railham, however, she's an unwelcome reminder of the town's darkest hour. 
 
      
 
    Twenty years ago, nine-year-old Mo Garvey was found brutally murdered in a nearby forest. Everyone thinks that Alex's father was responsible, but if the killer was brought to justice, why is the ghost of Mo Garvey still after revenge? 
 
      
 
    And how far will the residents of the town go, when Alex starts getting closer to the truth? 
 
      
 
    HAUNTED is a horror novel about a woman who has to face her past, about a town that would rather forget, and about a little girl who refuses to let death stand in her way. 
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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    August 30th, 1997 
 
      
 
    I want to be brave. Why can't I be brave? 
 
    “Please come with us,” I whimper as I step closer to the bedroom door. My hands are trembling and tears are running down my face. “Why won't you come with us?” 
 
    I flinch as I hear another bump from the other side of the door. I think something just slammed into the wall, causing the whole house to shudder. Something heavy. Something that then full to the floor with a thud. 
 
    Please let him be alright. 
 
    Please, God. 
 
    “Alex!” Mommy screams from the stairs. “Leave him! We have to get out of here!” 
 
    I reach for the door handle. 
 
    “Alex, we have to run!” she shouts. “Alex, forget about him! We have to get out of the house!” 
 
    I listen for a moment to the crashing sound that's still coming from the other side of the door. It sounds as if something very strong and very powerful is smashing the main bedroom to pieces. The door's rattling, and I'm scared for Daddy being in there with whatever's causing so much damage. I know Mommy thinks we have to run, and that we can't wait for Daddy to come with us, but I can't just leave him here. Even though I'm almost too scared to breathe, I tighten my grip on the door handle, ready to give it a turn. 
 
    “Alex!” Daddy's voice gasps suddenly, from just on the other side. “Run! Alex, you have to...” 
 
    He lets out a faint groan. 
 
    “Daddy?” I stammer, with my fingertips resting on the handle. 
 
    “Run!” he says again, as the banging sound continues. “Alex, don't -” 
 
    Suddenly I hear a brief, sharp crunching sound, and Daddy's voice is cut off mid-sentence. 
 
    My heart is pounding faster and harder than ever before. I wish so badly that I could be brave, because then I wouldn't be scared. If I could just be brave, this would be easy. 
 
    “Daddy?” I stammer, and now my voice is trembling with fear. “Are you okay? Please come out of the bedroom. We have to get away from the house.” 
 
    I wait, but he doesn't reply. After a few seconds, realizing that maybe he's hurt, I slowly turn the handle and then I start pushing the door open. At first I just see the darkness of the bedroom, but a moment later I feel the door bumping against something heavy, something that's in the way. I think something's resting on the floor. It's almost as if someone is sitting on the floor, trying to stop me opening the door and going through. 
 
    Stepping forward, I press my shoulder against the door, which at least allows me to start forcing it open a little further. At the same time I can feel that the air in the bedroom seems very cold, almost icy. So cold, in fact, that I'm starting to shiver, although I know that I can't turn back, not now I've come this far. If I'm cold, Daddy must be cold too. Whatever's on the other side of this door is heavy, and I can barely push it out of the way at all, and after a moment I stumble and drop down to the floor. Immediately getting back up, I start pushing again, still desperately hoping that Daddy will suddenly come rushing out. All he has to do is come out, and come with me and Mommy, and then everything will - 
 
    Suddenly I spot something moving in the room, and a hand reaches out from the darkness, stopping to rest on my shoulder. The hand is so cold, it only takes a couple of seconds before I can feel the icy fingers through the fabric of my dress. 
 
    It's her. 
 
    It's the girl with no eyes. 
 
    Looking up in the darkness, I realize I can see her face staring down at me. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Mommy screams, suddenly grabbing me from behind and pulling me away from the door. 
 
    “Daddy's hurt!” I shout, but she ignores me and drags me down the stairs. I try to grab the banister so that I can go back up, but this time Mommy's too quick and she bundles me out through the front door and across the porch. She's running so fast, each of her steps sends a strong jolt through my body. 
 
    “Forget about him,” Mommy sobs. “He's gone, baby. Daddy's gone.” 
 
    I scream, trying to pull away and go back up, but I can't break free. 
 
    There are other people outside, neighbors who seem to have heard us shouting. They're asking what's wrong as Mommy, sobbing and limping, carries me across the lawn. When she finally sets me down, I immediately turn to rush back into the house, but Mommy holds me tight even when I cry out. I kick and scream, but still I can't get away. Some of the neighbors are telling me to calm down, and I can hear sirens in the distance. As tears stream down my face, I reach out toward the house, still desperately trying to get back inside so that I can find Daddy. 
 
    He can't stay in there. 
 
    Not with her. 
 
    Before I can run back inside, however, one of the police officers picks me up off the cold grass and holds me tight. He's telling me that everything'll be alright, but I know he's lying. I have to go and help Daddy. 
 
    And then I see the silhouette of a figure in one of the upstairs windows, calmly watching us. Whoever's up there in the bedroom, whoever's looking out at us, I can already tell that it's definitely not Daddy and it's not the bad man, which means it must be the no-eyed girl. I can still feel the freezing touch of her hand on my left shoulder, burning all the way through to the bone. 
 
    She has Daddy now. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so here's the thing,” Brad says as we sit in the car, looking out across the driveway toward the house. “We don't have to do this.” 
 
    Everything's so calm and sunny and still out there. A bird is hopping along the house's roof, tweeting as it goes. Trees in the garden are rustling slightly in a morning breeze, their branches reaching toward the windows but not quite touching. Everything seems so normal. 
 
    And nobody's screaming. 
 
    “We can turn around and leave,” Brad continues, with a hint of concern in his voice. “There are other houses in the country, there are millions of other houses, and we can take a little more time and find one that suits us better. One that's less... Well, one that's more...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “Alex,” he continues finally, turning to me and taking my hand in his. “Honey. This might be a really bad idea. You know what I mean.” 
 
    He waits, as if he hopes those few words might be enough to make me crumble. After a moment he squeezes my hand a little, and when that doesn't work he sighs. 
 
    “Babe. We don't have to do this. You don't have to do this. We can go to plan B. We can -” 
 
    “You take the boxes from the trunk,” I say suddenly, slipping my hand from Brad's and opening the door, climbing out before another wave of doubt can hit me, “and I'll get the ones from the back seat.” 
 
    “Babe -” 
 
    “They're marked with which room they're for.” 
 
    “Babe, listen -” 
 
    “Let's just get them into the house and then we can unpack tomorrow.” 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    “There's no plan B.” 
 
    I swing one door shut and open another, and then I reach into the rear of the car. 
 
    “Are we really doing this?” he asks. “Seriously?” 
 
    “We should try to find kitchen stuff as soon as possible,” I point out, as I start lugging a box of books from the seat. “We can't eat take-out forever. Then we need things for the bathroom. Once we've done that, we can start worrying about stuff for the front room. And then your comic book collection.” 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “And we don't have time to sit around all day,” I add, struggling a little with the box but finally managing to lift it out of the car, “so come on, let's get this show on the road.” 
 
    With that, I kick the door shut and then I turn to start carrying the box toward the house. Before I can manage more than a couple of paces, however, the bottom of the box gives way and books tumble out, landing in a pile at my feet. 
 
    “Great,” I mutter with a sigh, as Brad steps out of the car and uses a hand to protect his eyes from the bright morning sunlight. “Couldn't you have taped the boxes a little tighter?” 
 
    “You taped the boxes,” he points out. “I was in charge of suitcases and backpacks.” 
 
    “No, you -” 
 
    Damn it, he's right. 
 
    Crouching down, I start gathering the books together. As I glance at the covers, however, I realize that I'm deliberately avoiding looking at the house itself. I hesitate for a moment, before looking along the driveway and seeing the front door waiting for us to walk right up and put the key in the lock and then step through and enter the house itself. I feel a very brief, very faint ripple of concern at that prospect, but I quickly and forcibly push that sensation away. This is not the moment to get irrational and superstitious. This is the moment when I start living like a normal, sane person again. 
 
    So why are my hands trembling? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It smells like peaches,” Brad says as he wanders to the bottom of the stairs and looks up toward the landing. “Is that normal? Do houses smell like peaches when they've been locked up for twenty years and nobody's set foot inside?” 
 
    “It smells like peach-scented cleaner,” I reply, gasping as I set the pile of books on the floor. They were heavier and harder to carry than I want to admit. “That would be from when the cleaning agency was here last week. And plenty of people have set foot in the house over the past two decades. Cleaners, decorators, surveyors... It's just that nobody's actually lived here. And that's the part that we're going to change.” 
 
    “Seems sturdy,” he continues, making a show of checking the banister. “Solid.” 
 
    “That'd be thanks to the carpenter who came and checked the place last month,” I remind him, feeling a faint twinge in my back as I contemplate going to fetch the rest of the spilled books from the driveway and then another box from the car. “He said there was nothing major, but that he had to do a lot of little jobs. And before you ask, no, he didn't mention any weird bumps or noises. Just some loose boards and panels here and there.” 
 
    “I still don't get why you hired that guy,” he replies. “I could have fixed the place up just fine.” 
 
    “Honey, he was a professional.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I didn't want to stress you.” 
 
    “I put up that bookshelf in our old place, remember?” 
 
    “And it was a lovely bookshelf,” I reply, heading back toward the front door, “until it started leaning to one side. Even then, it had a certain charm. Until it collapsed completely, at which point -” 
 
    He touches my arm. “Alex.” 
 
    “I'm just saying carpentry might not be your thing.” 
 
    “Alex...” 
 
    Stepping in front of me, he places his hands on my shoulders and looks deep in to my eyes. Damn it, I think he's going to try to initiate that big conversation he's been so blatantly preparing for the past week. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks. 
 
    “Why wouldn't I be okay?” 
 
    “This house is -” 
 
    “We have so much to do, Brad.” 
 
    “And one of those things is making sure that you're not -” 
 
    “Bananas,” I reply, interrupting him. “Don't forget those bananas that're in the car. We should put them in the fridge.” 
 
    With that, I gently move his hands from my shoulder and slip away, heading back to the hallway and then through toward the front door. All I can think for a moment is that I really, really want him to get the message and stop asking if I'm okay. 
 
    “Don't you think we should talk about this?” he calls after me. 
 
    “I'll fetch them!” I reply. 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    “We'll have plenty of time to talk later! We're busy right now!” 
 
    As I step out toward the porch, I knock my right hand against the wall. I was hoping to remind Brad that the house is well-built, although the knocking sound actually spooks me a little and I force a flat smile as I reach the top of the steps and look out across the sun-drenched front garden. For a moment, just a brief second or two, I feel as if I remember playing on the lawn as a little girl. I blink and the half-memory is gone, but for a fraction of a second there it felt so very real. 
 
    “Just tell me you're okay,” Brad says suddenly, having stepped up behind me. 
 
    “I'm okay,” I whisper, still watching the lawn. 
 
    “Tell me you're not scared.” 
 
    “I'm not scared.” 
 
    “And tell me you're not doing this to prove some kind of point. Tell me we're moving here because it's something you really want to do, rather than because it's something you think you have to do.” 
 
    “You talk too much,” I tell him, before making my way down the steps, trying to ignore the tightening sense of anxiety in my chest. “Did anyone ever tell you that? Do you want Chinese for dinner?” 
 
    “I thought you said -” 
 
    “I changed my mind. We'll find a place online.” 
 
    I only manage a couple of paces before I stop and see that somebody is watching us from a window in the house next door. I squint, trying to make the person out, but they quickly pull back of sight and let the drape fall straight again. I guess I should have expected something like that. After all, Railham's a small town and word's going to travel fast when people realize the house is occupied again, and who it's occupied by. People are going to gossip. 
 
    My father's name is still mud in this town, and with good reason. No-one wants to be reminded that Sheriff Michael Blaine ever even existed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Alex,” I whisper, leaning down and kissing my little girl on the forehead. “Sweet dreams.” 
 
    She mumbles something in her sleep, but she doesn't wake up. To be honest, I shouldn't even have come in here. It's gone midnight and I should have left her sleeping, but after everything that's been going on today, I just needed to see her with my own two eyes and to make sure that she's okay. I guess deep down, I needed to be reminded that there are still good things in this world, that there are still sweet, innocent, safe children. 
 
    Still, I don't want to wake her, because then she might ask me if I'm okay, and then I'd have to lie and tell her that everything's fine. I don't want to lie to her, so I gently get up off the bed and make my way out to the landing, and then I carefully bump the door shut before turning and seeing that Louisa is waiting for me. Fortunately my wife knows better than to ask about what I've seen today, and I know better than to tell her. 
 
    “She's asleep,” I explain, still keeping my voice down as I wander over and give her a hug. “She looked so calm and peaceful.” 
 
    “You need to sleep too,” she replies. 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    “Honey, you look exhausted.” 
 
    “I just need to grab a few things,” I continue, still holding her tight, “and then I have to get back out there.” 
 
    “Can't the others keep you posted?” 
 
    “I have to be with them,” I reply, stepping past her and heading toward the top of the stairs. “We need all hands on deck.” 
 
    Every muscle in my body is aching and I feel like I'm ready to drop, but I know without a shadow of a doubt that I have to get back out and rejoin the search party. Hell, maybe I shouldn't even have popped home, but I wanted to find my better flashlight. Deep down, I also wanted to check on Louisa and Alex, just to make sure that they're okay. After what's been going on today, I needed a reminder that the universe isn't always a terrible place. 
 
    “Can I at least make you some coffee?” Louisa asks. 
 
    “I don't have time for coffee.” 
 
    “You have time for a cup of instant. Plus it might keep you awake long enough that you can drive to the forest without falling asleep and hitting a tree.” 
 
    I turn to her. 
 
    “That's where you're looking for the poor girl now, isn't it?” she continues, with tears in her eyes. “I can read between the lines, Michael. You think Mo Garvey's dead and that her body's been dumped in the forest. That's what you're expecting. You think she's been murdered.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It's still possible that she's wandered off on her own accord,” I explain a few minutes later, as Louisa sets a steaming cup of coffee in front of me. “We haven't completely discounted that possibility. I mean, so long as there's no actual body, we have to maintain a glimmer of hope.” 
 
    “But you don't believe it.” 
 
    I open my mouth to offer some condescending sliver of hope, but something in my chest keeps the words from coming out. Louisa and I have been married for long enough now that she doesn't need to have these things sugar-coated. At the same time, I think I can see just a faint hint of hope in her eyes, as if she's waiting for me to tell her that everything will be alright. 
 
    “The first twenty-four hours are always key in this type of case,” I say finally. “We still have time.” 
 
    “She's a good kid.” 
 
    “Sure, but she's also... different.” 
 
    She pauses, before nodding. 
 
    “I saw her just the other day,” I continue. “She was sitting on the sidewalk outside her house, playing with her dolls. She always liked twisting their heads off. Still, each to their own. She looked up at me as I walked past and she smiled.” 
 
    “There are people in the world who'd take advantage of a girl like Mo Garvey,” she points out. 
 
    “This is Railham,” I reply, “not some inner-city ghetto.” 
 
    “Bad things can still happen here, Mike.” 
 
    “Mo Garvey has certain developmental problems,” I explain diplomatically. “I was talking to her parents this evening, and it turns out her teachers at school have expressed concerns. Her parents didn't want to accept it, but it seems like Mo's mind might've somehow stalled around the age of five or six, even though the rest of her kept growing. She's nine now, but it's been getting to the point where her teachers think she's not just a little immature. They think there might be something wrong with her. Something in her head. If we lived in a big city, she'd probably have been diagnosed with half a dozen things by now. Out here, people are more willing to let kids be themselves, but with Mo it was more than that.” 
 
    “So you think someone might have lured her away? Into the forest?” 
 
    “I didn't say that.” 
 
    “But it's what you're thinking, isn't it?” 
 
    Realizing that I haven't touched my coffee, I take a sip, but in truth I feel like I'm just wasting time. The search teams are out in the forest and I need to go join them. I take another sip, just so I can show Louisa that I drank something, and then I set the cup down. At the same time, I feel so tired I don't even know I can get to my feet, and I'm worried Louisa was right earlier. In this state, I might fall asleep at the wheel of my patrol car as I drive back out to the search team's base point. Then again, it's not like I have a choice. I refuse to rest until we've found that kid. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asks. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “I feel so helpless,” she continues. “That poor girl's out there, and I just want to do something!” 
 
    “Join the club,” I mutter, still trying to summon the strength to get up from this goddamn chair. 
 
    I pause for a moment, as a ripple of fear runs through my chest, and then all of a sudden I realize that it's not just exhaustion that's keeping me here at the kitchen table, and it wasn't just the need to change my clothes and grab a flashlight that brought me home tonight. 
 
    It's also fear. 
 
    At least here with my family, I can be reminded that there are good things in the world. Out in the forest with all the other people who are searching for the missing girl, it can be difficult to retain any sense of hope. Not just hope that we might find Mo Garvey, but also hope that there isn't something dark out there, something evil that spirits away little girls and takes them to bad places. If we find Mo's body, we'll be ending one search and starting another. For a monster. 
 
    I want to go up and check on Alex again, but I know I'd only disturb her. 
 
    “Michael,” Louisa says finally, “I'm scared. Tell me that there isn't something really bad happening in our little town. Tell me that we still live in a place where it's safe to let our daughter play in the back yard without having to keep an eye on her the whole time.” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but for a moment the words catch in my throat. In that moment, I realize she's waiting for me to put everything right. 
 
    “I promise,” I stammer finally, as I get to my feet. 
 
    “You can't promise things like that,” she points out. 
 
    “We're going to find Mo Garvey,” I continue, stepping over to her and setting my hands on her shoulders. “Listen to me. We're going to find Mo Garvey and take her back to her family. As God is my witness, that little girl is going to be just fine. I refuse to let something awful happen here in our town.” 
 
    “Mike -” 
 
    “I mean it!” I add, placing a finger against her lips to keep her quiet. “I swear to you, Lou. We're going to find Mo and she's going to be fine, and nothing is going to stand in our way. So don't have any doubts.” I know I should stop, that I shouldn't give her this false hope, but I can't hold back. “Don't be scared, because it's all going to be fine. It'll just take a little while, that's all. It'll take a while but I promise you, hand on heart, that I'll bring that girl home safe and sound.” 
 
    To press my point home, I set my hand on her chest, directly over her heart. 
 
    “I swear to you,” I continue, “on all that's holy. I'm going to find Mo Garvey alive, and she's going to be just fine.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” 
 
    I hesitate, before nodding. 
 
    “I promise,” I tell her. “Trust me on this.” 
 
    Before she can reply, I hear my phone buzzing in my pocket. 
 
    “I have to get that,” I mutter. 
 
    “Of course.” Sniffing back tears, she takes a step away. 
 
    “Hey Harry,” I say as I answer the call. “I'm on my way. I just swung by the house to pick up a few things I thought we could use.” 
 
    “You need to get out here, boss,” he replies, and I'm instantly struck by the nerves in his voice. It almost sounds as if he's on the verge of tears. “We found a body. It's all ripped and torn, and all these things have been done to it. And boss, there's no doubt about the identity. It's Mo Garvey.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “I'll be down in a minute!” I call out, as I sit fully-clothed on the toilet lid in the bathroom above the kitchen. 
 
    A moment later I hear creaking boards downstairs as Brad heads back through to unpack the recently-delivered Chinese take-out, and the house falls silent once more. I've been so busy all day, I've barely had time to stop and think. And then just a few minutes ago I came into the bathroom and locked the door, and I sat down right here, and suddenly everything just seemed to grind to a halt. 
 
    I'm back. 
 
    I'm really back. 
 
    I'm really here in this house again. And even though the decorators did a great job of giving the whole place a modern look, the basic layouts of the rooms are more or less the same. It is the same house. 
 
    So why haven't I started remembering yet? 
 
    Looking over at the sink, I try to imagine what it was like for me to brush my teeth as a little girl. That's a simple enough memory, nothing traumatic, but for some reason it just won't come to me. There's some kind of block in my mind, pushing back, and I'm starting to realize that this isn't going to be nearly as easy as I'd hoped. 
 
    For the longest time, I thought I remembered August 30th 1997. I thought I remembered screaming as my mother dragged me from the house. Only later did I realize that these weren't memories at all; they were images drawn from police reports and interviews, and while they felt real, they were nothing more than fantasies and illusions. Earlier, I thought I remembered playing on the lawn in the summer sun, but now I think that was just a vague idea of a girl playing. Actual memories elude me, but I know they're buried somewhere in my mind, and I'm certain I can draw them out eventually. 
 
    I guess I just have to be patient. 
 
    Pulling my sleeve up, I look at the scar on my right arm. I don't even know what caused this injury, although the mottled skin suggests that I must have suffered a deep gash at some time. 
 
    “Stop it,” I mutter, getting to my feet and flushing the toilet so Brad will think I was just using the bathroom. “Don't get maudlin.” 
 
    I head to the sink and wash my hands, and then I glance at myself in the mirror, just to make sure that I look presentable. For a fraction of a second, however, I see a little girl staring back at me, happily brushing her teeth. Then I blink and she's gone, and I see what I'm supposed to see. 
 
    The real me. 
 
    The now me. Not me as I was back then. 
 
    And that's when I realize that the little girl was just another fantasy. The harder I try to remember my childhood in this house, the easier it becomes to fool myself. It's almost as if there's some hidden, quiet part of my mind that's keeping a lid on everything. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Man, I love the taste of monosodium glutamate in the evening,” Brad says with a smile as he licks sauce from the back of his hand. “I know you're all into this healthy eating business, Alex, but damn you've gotta admit that sometimes it feels good to kick back and just go for stuff that makes you feel better. Am I right, or am I right?” 
 
    “You're right,” I reply with a smile. “But tomorrow, I'm going to start cooking actual meals in this kitchen.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “You'd better believe it.” 
 
    “We can still have take-out nights occasionally, though, can't we? Like, once a week, something like that?” 
 
    “Of course we can,” I tell him. “Sorry, I just like cooking.” 
 
    “And you're very good at it.” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “You know how much I like your bolognese,” he continues, and then I feel him nudge my foot under the table. “You're good at getting things cooking in the kitchen, and you're good at getting things cooking in the -” 
 
    “My mother used to cook dinner right there,” I reply, interrupting him as I look toward the oven. For a moment I feel as if I'm about to remember, but the sensation quickly hits a brick wall in my head. “She must have done. I mean, of course she did, and I probably sat right here and...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    “Don't put too much pressure on yourself,” Brad says after a moment. “It'll come.” 
 
    “I've been waiting for it to come since... forever.” 
 
    “And are you sure you want to remember?” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “Some people'd think it's a blessing,” he continues. “I mean, if I'd been through what you went through as a kid, I'm not sure I'd want to remember a goddamn second of it.” 
 
    “But it's my whole childhood that's been blocked out,” I remind him. “I don't want to remember that night. I refuse to remember August 30th 1997, and I refuse to remember my father, but I want to remember the rest of it. I want to remember the good times.” 
 
    “I don't think memory works like that.” 
 
    “I'm going to make it work like that.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “I want to remember my past,” I continue, interrupting him as I feel a flutter of anger in my chest. “Just because my father was a monster, that doesn't mean my entire childhood should be taken away from me.” 
 
    “And do you really think you can cut the bad parts out,” he replies, “and remember the rest?” 
 
    I pause for a moment, before nodding. 
 
    “I wish I agreed with you,” he continues, “but Alex, sweetheart, it's not like cutting somebody out of a photo. I'm not saying you're wrong to want to remember. I'm just saying that if you remember the good times, the times with your mother and your friends, it's inevitable that parts of -” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He sighs. 
 
    “I'm not going to remember anything about my father,” I continue. “I refuse. He's done enough damage already. I'm not going to let him do more by letting him into my head.” 
 
    “You can't choose your ghosts, Alex. You can't pick and choose what haunts you.” 
 
    “Watch me.” 
 
    As those words leave my lips, I know they sound crazy. Deluded, even. If our roles were reversed, I'd be telling Brad that he's asking for the impossible. At the same time, I absolutely refuse to dignify my father by remembering him. Hell, I don't even want to acknowledge that he existed. But if I let that fear chase me away from the rest of my memories, then he's still winning, and that is definitely not going to happen. 
 
    “It'll take time, that's all,” I mutter as I look back down at my plate. “I just need to be patient.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a few minutes, each picking at our food without much enthusiasm. I'm sure Brad has a million things on his mind, and he probably thinks I'm crazy. Maybe he's right. As we sit here, however, I feel the house starting to weigh down on my shoulders, as if the silence is reaching out to me from the void with cold hands, brushing against the side of my neck. For a couple of seconds, I swear I almost feel the hair on the back of my neck start to move slightly, and the air seems to chill. 
 
    “Can't we just talk like normal people?” I ask finally, causing the sensation to dissipate in an instant. “Normal people don't have to worry about what parts of the past they mention. Normal people just talk, and if they happen to start talking about bad things, they deal with it. Normal people don't have to pussyfoot around all the time like they're scared of saying the wrong thing.” 
 
    I pause for a moment. 
 
    “Then again,” I continue, “normal people don't move back into a house like this, do they?” 
 
    “You said it's what you wanted.” 
 
    “And it is. I guess I just didn't think about how hard it must be for you.” 
 
    “Me?” He gets up and steps around the table, before leaning down and kissing the top of my head. “Don't you start worrying about me, okay? I'm good. I'm real good, I'm just glad to finally be here in a place of our own. No landlords. No rent. No busy main road outside. We finally made it to suburbia, Alex. We're finally middle-class homeowners in a part of town with leafy streets, driveways and neighborhood watch folk.” He frowns. “Do you think they'll chase us out of town with pitchforks?” 
 
    “When they realize who my father was?” 
 
    “When they realize we don't fit in!” 
 
    “We'll fit in just fine.” 
 
    “Of course, it's technically your house,” he points out. “I'm just along for the ride. I guess I did alright, marrying a girl who inherited a big old house like this.” 
 
    “It's your house too,” I remind him. “We're gonna put that in writing. Fifty-fifty.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” He kisses me on the cheek, and then he hesitates for a moment before kissing me again. Instantly, just from that little pair of kisses, I know what he wants. It's been two weeks since the last time, so I knew this was coming. He probably thinks it'd be good for us. 
 
    He's probably right. 
 
    “Now,” he continues, lowering his voice to a whisper, “it strikes me that we have a new home here and we desperately, desperately need to get our new life started. So how about you come upstairs with me, and I'll remind you of just how much fun we can have when it's just the two of us?” 
 
    “We only have an air mattress.” 
 
    “I've never done it on an air mattress.” 
 
    “Sure,” I reply, even though I'm not feeling remotely in the mood. Then again, when am I ever in the mood these days? We should try, if only for Brad's sake. “Go up and get comfortable. I'll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “You're not gonna stand me up, are you?” 
 
    I give him a peck on the cheek. “Wouldn't dream of it.” 
 
    Once he's left the room, however, I find myself sitting all alone, watching the spot where Mom used to cook. I swear it wouldn't take much for me to start hallucinating, for me to actually see her right in front of me. I feel as if those images are right at the periphery of my vision, as if they're trying to seep from my memories into my waking life. There's still something blocking them, however, and I can only assume that after years and years of repressing these things, I've forgotten how to remember. 
 
    “Good night, Mom,” I whisper, before turning the light out and heading to the stairs. “Sweet dreams.” 
 
    Brad's wrong. I can be selective when it comes to my memories. I can remember the good times in this house, without remembering my father at all. He's rotting in hell, and that's where he belongs. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    Picking my way through the undergrowth, I can already see several flashlights up ahead in the darkness, arranged in a circle. As those light-beams criss-cross one another, they seem to be picking out something on the ground. Something dark. Something slumped. 
 
    Something roughly the size of a nine-year-old girl. 
 
    I'm not entirely sure what I expected on the way over here. Harry already filled me in on the details, and he's already got a few other guys over to secure the scene. It's not as if there can be any doubt about what they've found, but at the same time I guess I was hoping that I'd arrive and find there'd been a huge mistake. As I get closer to the body, however, I can feel a sense of churning nausea in the pit of my stomach, and hope fades a little more with each step. There's been no mistake. The worst has happened. 
 
    “Hey!” Harry says breathlessly, suddenly appearing next to me and following as I continue to make my way toward the lights. “I was up looking for you by the road.” 
 
    “Tell me what we've got.” 
 
    “Well, about forty-five minutes ago one of the rangers was out at -” 
 
    “I don't need a story!” I say firmly. “Just tell me the basics again.” 
 
    “Well, it's little Mo Garvey.” 
 
    “Cause of death?” 
 
    “Um, it's difficult to be specific.” 
 
    “No obvious wounds?” 
 
    “Too many.” 
 
    “All over, or focused?” 
 
    Taking care not to slip on the wet leaves as I make my way down a shallow slope, I reach the bottom before glancing back at Harry. 
 
    “Well?” I continue impatiently. 
 
    “I think you'd better see for yourself.” 
 
    “Is she wearing clothes?” 
 
    “I think you'd better -” 
 
    “What the hell's wrong with you?” I snap as I turn and head over toward the others. “Why can't you just answer a straightforward question with a straightforward -” 
 
    And then I see the little girl's dead face, picked out in a flashlight's beam, and I immediately realize that her eyes are gone. Two dark pits are staring up into the night air, but that's only the start of the damage. Slowing my pace a little, I see that there's also a huge amount of blood caked all around her open mouth, and more blood on the side of her head, as if her ears have been mutilated in some way. She's been left on her side, with plenty of dirt and wet leaves stuck to her face, and she seems slightly hunched. Her bare, pale flesh has been left filthy by the mud, and it looks like all the blood in her body was drawn up out of her mouth. Every goddamn drop. 
 
    Her fingers and toes are blue. 
 
    But it's the dirt that really gets me. The filth. Mud is caked against her pale flesh, with fragments of old leaves dried to her face. Once she'd been used for her tormentor's vile purpose, she was tossed aside like a piece of trash. 
 
    “Jesus,” I whisper, stopping just a few feet away and staring down at her eyeless features. “What the hell happened to her?” 
 
    “We're waiting for the coroner,” one of the other deputies, Jackie Oakley, explains. “We didn't really want to shift her too much, in case we disturbed any evidence.” 
 
    “She's been stabbed,” Harry adds. 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “In the back, I mean,” he continues. “And the front too, actually. I counted at least eighteen separate wounds.” 
 
    I swallow hard, fighting the urge to turn away. Still, every second I look at her, I feel a little more of my soul curling up and dying. 
 
    “Anything else?” I ask. 
 
    I wait for an answer, before turning first to Harry, then to Jackie, and then to the others. 
 
    “Is there anything else you've noticed so far?” I ask, snapping my fingers. “Come on, guys. Talk to me!” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    I turn to Harry, and I can see that he's reluctant to say something. 
 
    “Is there any sign of her having been interfered with?” I ask. “Anything sexual?” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” he replies finally, barely able to look me in the eye. Instead, he keeps his gaze mostly fixed on his hands. “Yeah, we think so. It looks that way from, uh... From what we've been able to discern so far. It looks like there might have been a lot of that going on here. A lot of... damage. But really, we thought we should leave that for Doc Milford to look at. It didn't seem right to go poking about too much.” 
 
    A shudder passes through my chest as I force myself to turn and look back down at the girl. Now that I'm closer, and now that I'm looking at the rest of her body, I can see multiple knife wounds that have left cuts all over her pale flesh. I can also see significant amounts of blood around several slits in her belly, extending all the way to her knees, while her bare feet are covered in mud, leaves and even more blood. Her clothes are torn, and in some cases the fabric looks to have been cut open, perhaps by a blade or a pair of scissors. Her shoes are missing too, and I can't help noticing that she has quite a large gap next to each big toe. 
 
    Just like Alex. 
 
    “This is a pretty quiet part of the forest,” Jackie points out, looking up at the trees as if he's trying to find some excuse to keep from looking at the girl. “Even the dog-walkers don't usually come out this far, on account of it being so far from town. I'm thinking that if someone wanted to dump a body and have a reasonable hope of it not being found for a few hours, this'd be as good a place as any.” 
 
    “You're probably right,” I mutter. 
 
    “The road comes to about three miles from here,” he continues. “I reckon someone could park up, carry the body out here and dump it and then get back to their car and drive off, all without being seen. I guess we'll have to wait for Doc Milford to take a look, but the body could've been here most of the day.” 
 
    I nod, before stepping around the body and crouching down to get a closer look. My gut is churning and I feel sick, but at the same time I know that it won't do any good to hang back. The others are busying themselves with paperwork and anything else that gives them an excuse to look away, and I can tell that they're happy to wait for Doctor Milford to come and do the dirty work. Unfortunately, I don't have that luxury. As I lean down and look into the girl's dead, empty eye sockets, I know that I have to face this thing head-on. 
 
    “They've been gouged out,” I whisper. 
 
    “What was that, boss?” Harry asks. 
 
    “I said they've been gouged out,” I say loudly, so I can be sure they'll all hear me. Aiming my flashlight at the girl's face, I take a closer look. “There's so much flesh missing from the sockets, I can see bone.” 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” Harry replies. 
 
    “What happened to her mouth?” I continue, leaning down and trying to shine the beam between her open lips. It's a struggle to really see inside, and there's a lot of blood, but after a moment I feel a chill across my shoulders as I realize what's missing. 
 
    Her tongue. 
 
    Somebody cut out her tongue. I can just about make out the ragged, severed stump at the back of her throat. 
 
    Suddenly feeling as if I might be about to throw up, I get to my feet and turn away. The sensation settles a little, but I still feel faint, and I think maybe I need to wait for Doctor Milford now. 
 
    “This wasn't just a murder,” I point out, taking a few steps away before daring to turn and look back at the body. “They mutilated her. I mean, they hacked pieces away and they cut chunks off.” 
 
    “Do you think she was alive when they did that?” Harry asks. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “I guess Doc Milford'll be able to figure that out.” 
 
    “I guess he will,” I reply, before turning as I hear footsteps in the distance. Spotting a figure coming this way between the trees, accompanied by an officer carrying a flashlight, I feel a shudder of relief as I realize that we're about to be joined by someone who might have a few answers. “And it looks like he's here right now.” 
 
    As soon as Tom Milford gets closer and sees Mo Garvey's body, the shock in his face is apparent. I feel so sorry for him, because he's the guy who's going to have to cut her open and find out exactly how she died. Still, he doesn't have a choice, because we have to get to the bottom of this. I swear to God, I'm going to catch the bastard who did this to her. And as Tom Milford quietly kneels down and begins his preliminary examination, I force myself to keep watching even as the others turn away. 
 
    Slowly, Tom uses a pair of tweezers to lift the front of Mo's shirt, revealing several more thick knife wounds. There's also some kind of translucent substance on her bare belly, glinting in the flashlight's beam. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Opening my eyes, I find that I'm in the hallway. I look around, startled, and it takes a couple of seconds before I realize that I'm standing outside the bedroom in complete darkness. I have no idea how I got here, but I can only assume that after going to bed, I dozed for a while and then got up without really waking properly. Either that, or I started sleepwalking. As I rub a cold patch on the side of my neck, I stand completely still and listen to the silence of the house. 
 
    And it really is silent. 
 
    There's not a sound, not a bump or a creak, and I don't even hear any noises coming from outside. When we lived in New York, we were constantly surrounded by the din of the city, and I guess the incessant background rush started to seem natural. Now that we're out here in the sticks, the silence is overwhelming, especially since Brad insisted on installing new windows. It takes a moment before I realize that this is how things are supposed to be now. I guess this is how things were when I was a kid, too, except that I don't remember any of that. 
 
    Was I talking to someone just now? Just before I woke up out here, I think maybe I was whispering something. 
 
    Looking down at my right hand, I realize that the palm is icy cold. I press it against my other hand, and sure enough I wince slightly as I feel my own freezing skin. 
 
    “Great,” I mutter with a sigh, “I must've sleepwalked and stuck my hand in the freezer.” 
 
    Making my way toward the top of the stairs and then down to the hallway, I almost feel guilty every time a floorboard creaks beneath my feet. I probably crept down loads of times when I was a kid, but it all feels so different now. By the time I get to the kitchen, I've started to come to terms with the reality that I'm the adult in the house now. Well, along with Brad, anyway. I live here, I own the house, and I don't need to creep about anymore. There's no-one I'm going to disturb, no-one who's going to suddenly walk through a door and tell me off for being naughty. 
 
    It's my place. 
 
    Stopping at the kitchen sink, I pour myself a glass of water. As I take a sip, I look out at the dark garden. In New York, there were always lights somewhere. Now, standing here at two or three in the morning, I find myself staring out at pitch darkness. 
 
    Suddenly I hear a scratching sound nearby, and I turn to look across the unlit kitchen. I wait, already trying to tell myself that the sound was all in my head, but at the same time my heart is pounding and I can't help watching the shadows in case something moves. The sound seemed to come from somewhere near the farthest window, but I hesitate for a moment before starting to make my way over. By the time I get to the window, I've almost managed to convince myself that the sound was just a random bump. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Reaching out, I switch on the light and look around, but there's really no sign of anyone. Brad's fast asleep upstairs, and I know I should just go up and join him, but at the same time I've got this really strong sensation that makes me feel as if I'm being watched. At first I assume the sensation is coming from somewhere inside, but then I look at the window and realize that it's as if someone is watching me from out on the lawn. It's almost as if I can feel somebody's gaze burning into me. 
 
    I pause, before switching the light off again so I can see outside. 
 
    The lawn is dark and empty, and there's no sign of anyone. 
 
    And then the scratching sound returns. 
 
    It's barely perceptible at first, existing at the very edge of my thoughts, but gradually the sound comes closer until I feel certain that something's scratching at the decking outside. An animal, probably, although when I peer out the window I can't see anything at all. I lean a little closer to the glass, while debating whether or not to go out and take a proper look, but at the same time I'm not sure I fancy coming face-to-face with some kind of angry critter or - 
 
    Suddenly something moves in the corner of my vision, and I immediately turn to look back at the lawn. 
 
    There's nothing there. 
 
    There was something, though, and my heart is pounding faster than ever as I realize that I'm sure I spotted a human figure darting through the shadows. I instinctively step toward the back door, thinking I should go out and check, but then I stop with my hand resting on the key and I realize that going out there might not be such a good idea after all. If this was a movie and I was watching someone in my position, I'd be screaming at them to keep the door locked. 
 
    But this isn't a movie. 
 
    And I want to prove to myself that there's nothing there. 
 
    I pause for a moment, before flicking a switch on the wall, turning on the light outside. The patio area is immediately bathed in a bright electric light, and sure enough there's no sign of anyone. Still, the minutes tick past and I keep my eyes fixed on the dark lawn beyond the patio. I don't know how long I'm going to have to stand here before I can convince myself that I'm not being watched, but I figure there's no point going to bed just yet, not while my head is spinning. Besides - 
 
    Suddenly I spot something moving, rushing across the lawn. 
 
    My heart thuds in my chest. 
 
    “No way,” I whisper, as the figure hurries closer, heading straight for the door, “there's not -” 
 
    Something flies through the air. 
 
    Suddenly the window shatters, showering me with glass. A heavy object hits my shoulder and then crashes down against the kitchen table, and I stumble back as glass hits the floor all around me. A fraction of a second later I feel a sharp pain in my left foot, and I look down just in time to see that I stepped on a shard of glass. 
 
    “Alex!” Brad calls out from upstairs, accompanied by the sound of frantic footsteps racing out of the bedroom. “Alex, where are you?” 
 
    Turning to look at the table, I see that a brick has landed at the far end. I step away from the glass and make my way around to take a closer look. As I hear Brad rushing down the stairs, I realize that the brick has a note tied to its other side. Reaching out, I turn the brick over until I can see the note, and my blood runs cold as I read the handwritten message. 
 
    “No-one wants Michael Blaine's daughter in Railham,” I whisper. “Leave now or face worse than this.” 
 
    “What the hell's going on down here?” Brad shouts as he rushes through. “Alex, are you okay?” 
 
    He stops next to me and looks down at the brick, and then he mutters something under his breath as he picks his way past the glass and heads out onto the porch. 
 
    “Come back, you goddamn coward!” he yells, even though the attacker is surely long gone by now. “Come and say that stuff to our faces! I dare you!” 
 
    As if his anger is overflowing, he turns and slams his fist against the jamb. 
 
    “Coward!” he hisses. 
 
    With tears in my eyes, I sit at the kitchen table and read the message over and over again. My whole body is starting to shake and no matter how hard I try to focus on staying calm, I feel as if I'm finally on the verge of breaking down completely. I tell myself that I'm not weak, that I'm not the kind of person who collapses just because some local asshole is having a pop at me, but something deep down is bubbling up and I can't hold back. It's too much. 
 
    Putting my head in my hands, I focus on holding the tears back, even as Brad puts his arms around me from behind. 
 
    “We'll call the cops,” he says, and I can hear the anger in his voice. “Whoever did this, they're not going to get away with it.” 
 
    “Damn straight they're not,” I mutter, wiping my eyes as I get to my feet. “There's no way I'm being run out of my own hometown.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Are you coming home soon, Daddy?” 
 
    “Sure, sweetheart,” I reply, sitting at my desk with photos of the crime scene spread out in front of me. “I just have some work to do first.” 
 
    “Can you read me a story before bed tonight?” 
 
    “Of course. I promise.” 
 
    “But if you're home too late, I might be tired.” 
 
    “Then I'll read it to you in the morning.” 
 
    “But I want you to read to me tonight.” 
 
    “I'll do my best.” 
 
    “But just now you promised.” 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    Before I can finish that sentence, I spot Tom Milford signaling me from the office, which can only mean one thing. He's ready to talk me through his preliminary report. 
 
    “I'll try,” I tell Alex finally. “I promise I'll try.” 
 
    “Mommy said you'd probably be too busy.” 
 
    “Tell Mommy to have a little more faith,” I continue. “I'll do my best to be there, sweetheart. You have my word on that. And Alex, even if I don't make it, remember that Daddy loves you. Never, ever forget that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You were right about the sexual assault,” Tom says as he pulls the sheet away, revealing Mo Garvey's body on the slab in his examination room. “I'm sorry, Michael, but I've never seen anything like it before, not first-hand. This girl was subjected to a sustained attack of unrelenting brutality. All told, I'd say it must have lasted between fifteen and thirty minutes.” 
 
    I catch a brief glimpse of the damage, of the torn flesh and splinted bones, but finally I have to turn away. 
 
    “You did say you were okay to see her,” he continues. 
 
    “I know, but...” 
 
    My voice trails off. A moment later I hear him rearranging the sheet, and I turn just in time to see that he's re-covered her up to her neck, leaving just her ravaged face exposed. Still, that's bad enough, and the dark pits of her empty eye-sockets seem to be staring straight up toward the ceiling. I know it's crazy, but I half expect her to suddenly turn and look straight at me. 
 
    “How old's Alex now?” Tom asks. 
 
    I can't stop looking at the dead girl. “Seven.” 
 
    “Two years younger than Mo, then. I'm sorry, Michael, I'm sure this must be very difficult for you.” 
 
    “I'm not the only one with kids,” I reply, stepping closer and looking down at her hollowed-out sockets. “It's hard on everyone. It's hard on the whole town. News is starting to spread. I see it in people's eyes when they look at me. They want me to tell them that their kids are going to be safe.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “What was the cause of death?” 
 
    “It's been difficult to narrow that down,” he explains. “So far, I believe the assault happened first, and then the injuries to her face. I also believe that she was alive for most of that, and that the eventual cause of death was most likely blood loss. Obviously that's a preliminary declaration, and I'll be able to be a little more certain in the morning. If you wanted me to reassure you that the poor girl didn't suffer much, then I'm afraid I can't do that. In fact, I don't have very much comfort to offer at all.” 
 
    “What about her ears?” 
 
    “Wax.” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “Hot wax,” he continues. “It seems that boiling wax was poured into both ear canals.” 
 
    “Why the hell would anyone do that?” 
 
    “I'm sure it would be a very effective way of ensuring she couldn't hear anything,” he explains. “By the time she died, she most likely couldn't see, couldn't hear -” 
 
    “And couldn't talk,” I point out, looking back down at her bloodied mouth. 
 
    “She was effectively locked inside her own body,” he continues, “with no way out. She'd only have been able to feel what was being done to her. Hands on her flesh. Blades. The touch of her attacker, or attackers plural. In fact, I might be wrong, but something about this whole scenario suggests to me that it was the work of more than one person. The sheer brutality is shocking and hints at a lone, depraved mind, but then there are thick bruises around her wrists and ankles, consistent with her having been held down. I think you should consider the possibility that the killer had help.” 
 
    “So she was...” 
 
    My voice trails off, and for a moment I can't help trying to imagine what it must have been like for poor little Maureen 'Mo' Garvey in her final hours. While the people of Railham were going about their usual business, this innocent girl was being tortured and murdered just a couple of miles away. I've always prided myself on keeping this town safe, especially for the children, and now this murder has made a mockery of everything I stand for. I wouldn't be surprised if the townsfolk want my badge when they learn the gruesome details about how Mo died. 
 
    “Uh, boss?” 
 
    Hearing a knock at the door, I turn to see that Deputy Harry Bischoff has come through. He keeps his eyes fixed on me, and it's clear that he's trying very hard to keep from looking directly at the dead girl. 
 
    “Uh, we've got a situation,” he continues cautiously. “I think you need to come through to the main office right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And we will never bow down to the evil in this world,” Mayor Lenny Johnson continues as he makes his way between the desks in the main office, watched by the deputies. “Do you know why that is?” 
 
    He turns to them, red-faced and serious, but nobody answers. 
 
    “Because this is Railham,” he adds, poking the nearest desk with a finger and then slamming his fist down as if to underscore that point, “and we do things differently here. When cruelty enters our town, we cast it out. When wickedness moves through our streets, we show strength and unity. And when tragedy strikes, do you know what we do?” 
 
    Again he waits, and again nobody says a word. So far, his attempts to inspire my team don't seem to be working too well, although frankly I'm pretty sure they'd all rather be getting on with their work instead of listening to his well-intentioned but ultimately time-wasting speech. 
 
    “We stand firm!” he roars, jabbing the desk again before glancing this way and spotting me. “Speaking of which, ladies and gentlemen, allow me to get to the true purpose of my visit here today. I want you all to know, I want the whole town to know, that I have absolute faith in Sheriff Michael Blaine.” 
 
    He holds a hand out toward me, as if to welcome me to join him at the center of attention. This whole display is so theatrical, I want to cringe. More importantly, I want to get everyone back to work. 
 
    “In our hour of need,” Lenny continues, “when one of our own dear children has been slain, Sheriff Michael Blaine will lead us through the darkness and back to the light! Please, give your esteemed leader a round of applause!” 
 
    A smattering of applause breaks out, until Lenny starts clapping loudly, which in turn spurs the others to varying degrees. As Lenny gestures for me to join him, I wander over, although thankfully the applause is already dying down and everyone seems to be getting back to work. Frankly, I think we're all embarrassed. 
 
    “I thought I should come over and show some support,” Lenny says as he shakes my hand. His grip is so strong, it's almost as if he's trying to break my fingers. “These are tough times, Sheriff Blaine, tough times indeed. I wanted people to know that my belief in you has not wavered one iota. I have absolute confidence that you're going to track down this son of a -” 
 
    He catches himself just in time. 
 
    “I spoke to Tom Milford,” he continues, lowering his voice and putting an arm around my shoulder. “He filled me in on some of the gruesome details. I'm not a naive man, Michael. I know people are gonna find out what was done to that poor girl, but that doesn't mean we have to make a big song and dance about revealing it all. We have to think about the girl's parents, but I can deal with that side of things. I'm a people person, it's one of my skills. What I need you to do, Michael, is to catch whoever did this. I wouldn't be surprised if it's some random drifter from out of town, someone who just passed through, but I'll defer to your better judgment on that matter.” 
 
    “We can't exclude any possibilities yet,” I tell him. 
 
    “Of course we can't.” He pats me on the chest, and again he uses considerable force, as if he's really trying to give me a good shake. “This has to be a one-off. If anyone else gets hurt, or worse, then people are gonna lose faith in you real fast. I'm sure you understand the importance of hitting the ground running with your investigation. You've got to put this animal behind bars, and you've got to do it fast. Well, either that or pop him between the eyes. Frankly, I think people would be perfectly happy if you have to use maximum force. I'm sure you catch my drift.” 
 
    “Actually, I -” 
 
    “I'd recommend checking to see if any drifters came through town,” he adds, keeping his arm around my shoulder and turning me around, leading me toward the door to my office. “I guess that's a tough ask, huh? Still, it'd be worth checking to see if anyone noticed any unusual faces in the area, especially up in the area near Valder's Wood.” 
 
    “Why Valder's Wood?” I ask. 
 
    “Well that's where the poor girl was found, isn't it?” 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “Time is of the essence,” he adds. “These perverts always run when they've finished their disgusting work, don't they? I mean, I've gotta admit, I reckon your chances are low, but the people of Railham are gonna need to see that you're at work. This whole situation could really undermine your credibility, but take some advice from me and turn the damn thing around, make it work for you. It's at times like these that people look for a strong leader, and I know you've got that in you. I know it, Michael. Deep down.” He leans closer. “You can come out of this tragedy stronger, Michael. Much stronger.” 
 
    He pats me on the chest again, before turning back to look across the office, where everyone is already back at work. 
 
    “Now listen up!” he yells, causing them all to stop what they're doing, which once again seems counterproductive. “I want you all to know that I'll be spending a lot of time here at the station over the next few days. I'm gonna roll my sleeves up and do whatever I can to help, but that doesn't mean I've lost faith in Sheriff Blaine. It simply means that I want to do my bit as a citizen of this fair town, and that I want to help find whoever killed that poor little girl. Now how about you raise your voices and let me hear your commitment, huh? Tell me, ladies and gentlemen, are we going to find this killer?” 
 
    “Yes,” a couple of voices suggest timidly. 
 
    “I can't hear you!” he roars, cupping a hand around his ear. 
 
    “Yes!” a few more voices manage this time. 
 
    “I still can't hear you!” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “That's still not loud enough!” 
 
    As he continues to insist on some kind of cheer, I take a step back and head into my office. Lenny's grandstanding style probably has certain advantages, but so far he seems to be disrupting my team more than he's helping them. Spotting Doctor Milford's latest file on my desk, I pick it up and start flicking through the preliminary autopsy report. Somewhere in here, there has to be a clue that'll help me figure out who killed Mo Garvey. 
 
    Unfortunately, deep down, I've got a gut feeling that the killer might be someone from Railham. Someone who already knew Mo, and who knew exactly where to take her. Someone who ever now is still out there somewhere, wearing a polite face and pretending to be just like the rest of us. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you'll be okay here by yourself while I pop into town?” Brad asks on our first morning in the house, as he makes his way toward the car. “You don't wanna come with me, maybe grab a coffee?” 
 
    “There's way too much work to do here,” I point out, already getting to work cleaning the porch step. For a moment, my attention is drawn to the sight of a man in a suit leaving the next house along. I watch him get into his car, and then I turn to Brad again. “You have fun, though. Try not to get lost.” 
 
    “But you'll be okay here alone, right? I mean -” 
 
    He stops as soon as I turn to him. 
 
    “Ignore me,” he adds, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “I'm doing it again, aren't I? I'm acting like you're a fragile little thing that's gonna wilt in the Railham sun.” 
 
    “A little,” I reply with a smile. “Have fun. I'll be right here when you get back, and this entire porch will be so clean, you'll need sunglasses just to look at it. Plus, someone has to wait in for the guy to come and fix the window. I'm not going to let some asshole with a brick scare me away from my own home. Cowards only come out at night.” I pause, before stepping closer and kissing him on the cheek. “And thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For being so understanding. For being patient. And most of all, for moving to this little town with me. I know it's a big change of pace.” 
 
    As he drives away, I focus on really getting to work. The morning is bright and sunny, so I figured I should get started out here on the porch and save the inside chores for when the weather turns. Down on my hands and knees, scrubbing hard, I have headphones on and music playing, so I don't realize I have company until several minutes later when I spot a shadow edging into my field of vision. Turning, I'm startled to see a middle-aged woman standing behind me with a nervous smile, holding a pot plant. 
 
    “Hi,” I say cautiously as I take my headphones off. “Are you...” 
 
    “You must be the new neighbors!” she replies enthusiastically, holding the plant out toward me. “My name is fuchsia! I mean, this is a fuchsia, it's for you! Kind of a housewarming gift. And my name's Diane.” 
 
    “Hi Diane,” I reply, getting to my feet and taking the plant. “Wow, thank you so much. You really didn't have to do that!” 
 
    “Oh, it's kind of a tradition,” she explains, as I start to realize that her pink and purple outfit matches the colors of the fuchsia. “I always take a plant to everyone who moves into the street. It's my little way of introducing myself and being welcoming, and of course I breed fuchsias as a kind of hobby so I always have plenty to pass around. I'm known for it, really. They're such colorful plants and...” 
 
    Her voice trails off for a moment, and I can't help noticing that she's looking past me now, toward the house's front door. 
 
    “It's very kind of you,” I say, setting the plant down on one of the steps. “I've never looked after a fuchsia before, so I'll have to check online and find out what to do. This is my first time with a garden, so I'm a little green. Or rather, I'm not green-fingered, but I'm going to change that. The back garden's huge, so I've really got my work cut out for me but...” 
 
    Now it's my turn to fall silent as I realize that she's so busy staring at the front door, she doesn't even seem to have heard me talking. She must know about the history of the house, and I guess I should 'casually' slip my name into the conversation at some point, so that she realizes I'm the daughter of the much-hated Michael Blaine. Then again, as far as I know, she might be the one who put a brick through our window, even if she doesn't really look like the type. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” she says suddenly, turning to me with a forced smile. “Oh, ignore me. It's just so nice to have somebody living in this old place again. I didn't even see a sign outside, I didn't know it had been sold at all.” 
 
    “Oh, well actually -” 
 
    “But I think it's wonderful, just wonderful! To be honest, I never much liked living next door to an empty house. It wasn't the house itself that bothered me, it was just the fact that it was standing here with nobody living inside. I mean, houses are meant to be lived in, aren't they? An empty house is a sad house, or at least it is in my book. And it already looks like you're really opening the place up!” 
 
    “I'm trying to be more -” 
 
    “I'm sure you know the history of this particular house,” she continues, interrupting me yet again. “Such a sad story, and honestly it cast a pall over the entire street for a while. I mean, how could it not? When something so dreadful happens, it can't just get swept away and forgotten. A lot of people thought the house should have been pulled down, and I can see that point of view, but I suppose enough time has passed and now you're here and the house can have a fresh start. I saw your husband leaving just now. Or at least, I assume you're married. Is it just the two of you?” 
 
    “Brad and I got married last -” 
 
    “It's so good that you were willing to take this house on. I'm so glad somebody finally saw past the nasty history of the place.” 
 
    “We -” 
 
    “You do know there was a terrible tragedy here, don't you?” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Michael Blaine was his name. A lovely man, honestly, until the end, but something went wrong up here.” She taps the side of her head. “I still remember the night I heard the screams. I was living here all the way back then, you know. I was right next door to that poor family. The wife's name was Louisa and there was a little girl too, her name was -” 
 
    “Alex,” I reply. 
 
    “Yes, Alexandra. So you do know the story. That's good. I always think people should be fully aware of things like that. Not that I believe in ghosts or anything so awful, but houses can retain a kind of energy, can't they? And after what happened here, I'm sure there could be some rather difficult energy in this place. Not that you should let yourself be worried, though. I saw some vans out here the other week, it looked like you've had the place re-decorated. That's a wonderful start. That poor Louisa Blaine woman and her daughter, they endured so much in this house. When I think about it, I just want to cry!” 
 
    I wait, but finally it seems as if she's stopped talking. 
 
    “Actually,” I say finally, “Louisa Blaine is my mother.” 
 
    She opens her mouth to reply, but then she hesitates and I can see a hint of concern in her eyes. 
 
    “Well,” she stammers, “then are you... I mean, I thought she only had one...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. 
 
    “Alexandra,” I continue, stepping toward her and holding out a hand. “Everyone calls me Alex.” 
 
    “So you're the...” 
 
    “I am. Although it's Alex Roberts now. I got married a couple of years ago. Blaine was my maiden name.” 
 
    She pauses, before slowly and very cautiously shaking my hand. She looks me up and down, as if she can't quite believe that I'm here. The change in her demeanor is very apparent. 
 
    “The house stayed in my family and came to me,” I explain, “and I finally decided that it was time to move back here. I know that might seem like a strange decision, but I was sick of running from my past. I guess I'm hoping that by running toward it, I might come to terms with what happened a little better.” 
 
    I wait for her to stay something, but she seems utterly shell-shocked. 
 
    “It's okay,” I add. “I don't mind talking about it. I mean, I don't like talking about it, but I don't mind either. I just... I'm sorry, I guess I'm rambling, aren't I?” 
 
    I force a smile, hoping to make this whole awkward situation feel a little better, although I think that might be a hopeless cause. 
 
    “Oh, you must think I'm awful,” she says suddenly, putting her hands over her mouth as if she's horrified by her own reaction. “I came blundering in here with that fuchsia, and I just went spouting on and on about the whole thing, and I never once stopped to consider the possibility that... Well, I mean, it just never occurred to me in a million years that anyone would ever come back to a house after... Well, I mean, after what Louisa and Alexandra Blaine went through. Well, what you went through.” 
 
    “It's fine.” 
 
    “I was going to invite you and your husband to dinner,” she adds, “but I imagine that now you can't wait to see the back of me.” 
 
    “Actually, dinner would be lovely,” I tell her, as I see that she's once again looking past me, as if she's curious about the house. In fact, curiosity is almost seeping from her every pore. “But maybe you'd like to come to us instead,” I add. “How about at the weekend?” 
 
    “Come to...” 
 
    She turns to me, and I can see the uncertainty in her expression. 
 
    “Come to you?” she stammers finally, as if it's the most shocking suggestion in the world. Or the most enticing. “You mean... in there?” 
 
    “It was just a suggestion,” I continue. “If you'd prefer, we could come to you instead. I just thought that maybe you'd like to see inside the house. Plus, we've got all our stuff coming later today, and by Friday night we should be all settled in and sorted. We're kind of new to the whole house-owning thing, and we'd really love to try holding a small dinner party. You could be our guinea pigs.” 
 
    I wait for a reply, but evidently my attempt at a joke fell flat and she still seems unsure. 
 
    “Or we can come to yours,” I add finally, “and -” 
 
    “No, we can come to you!” she stammers, almost as if the idea is overwhelming her. “Absolutely! We'd love to! I mean, we'd like to see inside, or... I mean...” 
 
    Again, her voice trails off. 
 
    “So Friday it is, then,” I continue. “We'll be looking forward to it, and I can even give you a grand tour of the place. It's really just a house, there's no blood on the walls or scratches or anything like that.” 
 
    I wait, hoping she'll laugh, but I guess I really should just stop trying to be funny. 
 
    “Friday,” she says finally, before taking a step back. “Absolutely. We'll come to dinner on Friday. I'm sure... Well, I'm sure it'll be lovely. I'm so sorry for disturbing you, I hope you don't think I was intruding, I just saw you out here and thought I should...” 
 
    She pauses, and I can't help noticing that she's once again looking me up and down. 
 
    “Introduce myself,” she whispers finally. 
 
    “It's fine,” I reply. “Thank you for coming over. And I'll try to keep the fuchsia alive.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The fuchsia.” I pick up the plant. “The one you brought over.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” She forces an embarrassed smile. “Of course.” 
 
    She mumbles something, but I can't quite make out the words and then I'm left alone on the porch as she walks back toward her house. Once she reaches her own garden, she noticeably picks up the pace as if she's desperate to get inside, and finally I turn and look down at the plant in my hands. 
 
    “Welcome to your new home,” I mutter, as I slip my phone from my pocket and start checking to see how to take care of fuchsias. “Don't worry, little dude. It's not remotely as scary as you might have heard.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to see me?” 
 
    Standing in the forest, staring down at the spot where Mo Garvey's body was found, it takes me a moment to even notice that I'm not alone. I turn and see that Tom Milford is traipsing this way between the trees, and frankly he looks exhausted. 
 
    “It's so quiet,” I point out. “There's no sign she was even here.” 
 
    He stops next to me and sets his briefcase down. All around us, the forest is utterly silent, save for occasional little crackling sounds in the distance and the caws of birds. He seems poised to say something, but instead his attention seems drawn to the patch of dirt where Mo's body lay earlier. 
 
    “I had to come out this way anyway,” he mutters finally. “I want to take some samples.” 
 
    “See that magpie?” I ask, looking past him. 
 
    He turns, and for a moment we both watch as a magpie hops along a tree branch. 
 
    “If I could come back one day, I'd come as a magpie,” I continue. “I used to watch them in the garden when I was young. They always make me feel calmer, somehow. I've been watching that little guy for a few minutes now, wondering what he makes of what happened here.” I turn to Tom. “Do you think other animals ever wonder what's wrong with humanity? Do you think they watch us butchering each other and feel complete, utter despair?” 
 
    “I think you didn't call me out here so you could talk about magpies,” he replies sourly. “Humans aren't the only animals that kill their own, Michael. They aren't even the only animals that sometimes kill their young.” 
 
    “Killing's one thing,” I reply, stepping around the spot where Mo was found, looking down at the mulchy leaves. “Mo Garvey wasn't just killed. She was -” 
 
    “I know what happened to her,” Tom says firmly, interrupting me. “For God's sake, I've spent all morning examining the poor girl's body.” 
 
    “Was it a crazed attack,” I ask, “or was it planned?” 
 
    “A little of both. Planned first, then crazed later. Almost like two people, or one person with two aspects.” 
 
    “I need to know if this was some opportunist who saw Mo Garvey out alone and decided to pounce,” I continue, “or if it was someone who planned her abduction and murder in advance. Her parents say she was allowed to play near the house, so she wasn't always being watched. That's not something all parents are fine with, so it's possible her killer noticed her playing and planned to take advantage. Also, given Mo's different personality, she might have been seen as an especially easy target.” 
 
    “Her clothes were torn,” he replies. “If you ask me, that's a sign of someone who took his chance when he found it. Someone who couldn't wait to get to her. There's also the mud under the girl's fingernails. Did you read my latest email?” 
 
    I turn to him. “What does the mud tell you?” 
 
    “When she was found, her left hand had its fingers dug deep into the soil. I don't see why the killer would arrange her that way, so I'm running on the assumption that she died here and then her body was left more or less untouched. In which case, the killer must have brought her out here before he started doing what he did to her, or he started doing things to her elsewhere and finished her off here. Still, we're a long way from the road and it wouldn't be possible to drive a car through the forest. It would've been easier to kill her somewhere else and then just bring the body here to dump it. Also, there were those rainstorms when she first went missing, but her clothes don't seem to have been wet at any point. She must have been inside for at least a while.” 
 
    “So something about bringing her here alive gave him an advantage,” I point out. “Either that, or he enjoyed bringing her here. Maybe there's -” 
 
    “Can I give you some advice, Michael?” he adds suddenly. 
 
    “I'll take anything you have right now.” 
 
    “I don't mean in my professional capacity. I mean as a fellow resident of this town. As a friend and neighbor.” 
 
    Realizing that he seems to be trying to change the topic, I hesitate before nodding. 
 
    “You're not necessarily going to find whoever killed her,” he adds, “and you have to be prepared for that possibility.” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “I'm just saying, don't measure your success in this case by whether or not you catch the killer. Measure your success by whether or not anything like this happens again. Catching the bad guy won't bring Mo Garvey back, and it won't undo the pain and trauma she experienced. The most important thing right now is that no other little girls get killed. If...” 
 
    He hesitates for a moment, and I can tell that he's holding back, that he's trying to choose his words with great care. I just wish he'd get to the meat of whatever he's trying to say. I've known Tom Milford for a long time, and I've never seen him act so jumpy. 
 
    “If you could be sure that nothing like this will happen again,” he continues finally, with a hint of desperation in his voice, “wouldn't that be enough? I mean, revenge isn't necessarily the most important thing here. Do we really want to catch this guy, only to string him up in the street and pelt him with rocks? For God's sake, we're not savages.” 
 
    “Nobody's talking about mob justice,” I point out. “There's a system -” 
 
    “Be careful who you go up against here,” he says suddenly. 
 
    I wait for him to elaborate, but he's eyeing me with concern, as if he expects me to simply fold. 
 
    “What's that supposed to mean?” I ask. 
 
    He sighs. 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” I continue. “Spit it out, Tom.” 
 
    “Michael, don't make me...” He pauses, before sighing again. “This is a small town, but there are people here who have power.” He glances over his shoulder, as if he's worried that we might be overheard, and then he turns back to me. “What if I told you that this can all be taken care of behind the scenes?” he asks, lowering his voice. “You have to carry out your investigation, of course you do, you have to be seen to be doing something. Meanwhile, behind the scenes, the situation is being taken care of and the end result is that nobody else has to suffer. At the same time, the family of Mo Garvey will be discreetly approached with an offer.” 
 
    “An offer?” 
 
    “A reassurance that this won't happen again. That it has been dealt with discreetly.” 
 
    “Like an old boy's network?” 
 
    He sighs. “Michael -” 
 
    “Do you know who did this?” I ask, feeling a sudden surge of anger. “Tom -” 
 
    “I didn't say that at all.” 
 
    “But you know something, don't you?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Holding his leather-gloved hands up, as if in mock-surrender, he takes a step back. “I was just putting forward an idea, that's all. A possibility. The important thing to remember is that we're on the same side.” He pauses for a moment. “We're on the side of Railham, and the side of the good people who live here, and especially the side of the children. That's what matters, right? Keeping the town safe? And at the end of the day, everything's going to be okay, because the bad guys won't hurt anyone else.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask him exactly what he means, but I doubt I'd get a straight answer. 
 
    “Are you trying to warn me away from this case?” I ask finally. 
 
    “I'm trying to reassure you.” 
 
    “You're not doing a very good job.” 
 
    “Just do your thing,” he continues, before crouching down and opening his case, “and I'll do mine.” 
 
    He takes out some sample jars and sets them down, and for a moment he seems focused on his work before eventually he glances up at me again. 
 
    “Do your work,” he adds, “safe in the knowledge that others are also doing theirs.” 
 
    “I have to be somewhere,” I say finally, stepping past him and setting off on the walk back to my car. “I have to go and talk to the parents of a murdered little girl. And I need to have more to tell them than simply that everything'll be alright in the end.” 
 
    “You're a little late,” he mutters. 
 
    I glance back at him. “What's that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Just that you might find someone has spoken to them already. Not me, I hasten to add, but...” He pauses, and this time I can see a hint of defeat in his eyes. “You're the goddamn sheriff, Michael,” he adds finally. “Come on, don't pretend you don't understand how things work around here. The wheels are already in motion. Higher powers than you or I are at work. Higher powers that keep this town and its inhabitants safe. We can trust them.” 
 
    “Tell that to Mo Garvey,” I reply, before turning and walking away. “Where were these higher powers when she was being dragged into the forest?” 
 
    As I head to my car, a magpie briefly hops along a nearby branch before suddenly flying away, startled, into the gray morning sky. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Later today,” I explain, “or by tomorrow morning at the latest, we'll have the results of a new set of lab tests. I'm confident that when those results are in, we'll have a lot more to go on, and we're already taking multiple approaches to the investigation. Somebody in town must have seen something suspicious, and we will find out what happened. As God is my witness, I swear we're going to get justice for your daughter.” 
 
    I wait for either Maurice or Penelope Garvey to say something, but they're just watching me as we sit in their front room. Their eyes seem a little red, but apart from that they've been remarkably calm since I entered their home. I expected screaming and anger, but so far they've seemed to take everything in their stride. It's almost as if they're just humoring me by letting me say all these things. 
 
    As if someone told them I'd come to visit, and that they had to listen to me. 
 
    “I'm sure you must have a lot of questions,” I continue. 
 
    “Not really,” Maurice replies. 
 
    “You don't have to hold back,” I tell him. “I can't even begin to imagine what you're going through, but -” 
 
    “We're sure you'll do your best,” he adds, interrupting me. “We have total faith in you, Sheriff Blaine, and in everyone here in Railham. We know you have the town's best interests at heart and -” 
 
    Before he can finish, his wife suddenly mutters something under her breath and gets to her feet, quickly storming out of the room and slamming the door shut. Left alone with Maurice, I can't help but feel extremely uncomfortable. I don't want to believe the worst, but at the same time I'm starting to think that Tom Milford was right earlier. Maybe someone else has spoken to the family already. Told them things. Offered them things. Made promises. 
 
    “You'll have to forgive my wife,” Maurice says after a moment, and now the words seem to catch slightly in his throat, “she's...” 
 
    His voice trails off, and I swear I can see a hint of desperation in his eyes. It's almost as if there's something he wants to say, but that he can't quite get out. I wait, hoping that he might manage to get past whatever's stopping him, but still he seems as if something's holding him back. 
 
    “We're moving away,” he stammers finally. “I mean, Penny and me, we're moving. Far away.” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    “We don't want to be around here anymore,” he continues. “I mean, our daughter just died, so we figured we'd try to start fresh somewhere else. We won't be coming back. Not ever.” 
 
    “What about work?” 
 
    “I'll find something.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I said I'll find something!” he hisses. “Did you come here to tell us about the investigation, or did you come to start making veiled hints that we had something to do with our daughter's death?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Pausing for a moment, I can't help thinking that something seems to have freaked Maurice out. I know there's no right or wrong way for someone to behave less than forty-eight hours after his daughter was brutally murdered, but this situation definitely doesn't feel right. 
 
    “Is there anything you want to tell me?” I ask cautiously, leaning closer. “It'd be in total confidence, Maurice.” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Has someone...” 
 
    I pause again, trying to figure out whether the stir of concern in my gut my have any real foundation. I really don't want to start judging this guy, but I can't help thinking that he seems almost scared of me, as if he just wants me to say my bit and leave. It's almost as if, as far as he's concerned, nothing I tell him is particularly relevant or important. As if he's been told to humor me. 
 
    “You know how to reach me, right?” I say finally. “After I've left, if there's anything you want to tell me, there are multiple ways to get in touch. You can even swing by my house, Maurice. You know where I live, right?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “So just swing by anytime.” 
 
    “I don't think that'll be necessary.” 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “Really.” He swallows hard, and I swear he seems like a man who thinks he's in somebody's cross-hairs right now. “I trust you and I have faith in you. I'm sure you'll get this bastard soon.” 
 
    “And your wife -” 
 
    “My wife thinks the same,” he adds quickly. Too quickly. “We both have faith in you.” 
 
    A short while later, as I head back to my car, I can't help glancing over my shoulder and looking toward the house. To my surprise, I see that Maurice's wife Penelope is watching me from one of the windows, although she quickly steps out of sight as soon as we make eye contact. I don't want to jump to any conclusions, but at the same time I can't ignore my gut instinct. 
 
    Tom Milford was right. Somebody else got to the Garvey family before I showed up. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “We're having dinner with old people,” Brad mutters on Friday night, as he adjusts his collar. “Why are we having dinner with old people?” 
 
    “They're not old,” I reply, running a lint roller down my dress. “I think they're in their forties.” 
 
    “That's old!” 
 
    “I'm twenty-seven and you're twenty-nine,” I point out. 
 
    “Exactly. We're young.” 
 
    “If Diane and Tom Milford are old, then I think that makes us firmly middle-aged.” 
 
    “Bull. We're young. They're old.” 
 
    “You'll be thirty soon.” 
 
    “Not in my head.” He taps his forehead. “In here, I'm not even twenty yet.” 
 
    “Well, that at least I can believe,” I reply, rolling my eyes. Stepping up behind him, I place a hand on his waist. “Come on, this is our first proper, adult dinner as hosts. It's not a big deal. We can do this.” 
 
    “Oh, I know we can. I just don't see why we'd want to.” He sighs. “They're going to be boring.” 
 
    “They're probably thinking the same thing about us.” 
 
    “What if it's contagious? What if they make us boring?” 
 
    “I think we'll be fine.” After kissing the side of his neck, I take a moment to fix his collar. “This is us being normal. I know it might not be quite as exciting as our days in New York, but we couldn't stay like that forever. We're just living normal lives, like other people. Normal doesn't have to be boring. There's something to be said for that, isn't there?” 
 
    “There sure is.” He kisses my forehead, but then he pauses. “Maybe soon we can start thinking about the next logical step. I mean, I think it's quite probable that we would have the most stunning kids in the whole wide world.” He waits for me to say something, but this is not a conversation I want to go through right now. “Alex?” he continues finally. “When are we going to talk about having kids?” 
 
    I hesitate to answer, and then as I open my mouth I'm suddenly, miraculously saved by the sound of the doorbell downstairs. 
 
    “Okay,” I say with a forced smile. “Let's do this dinner party.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You'd be surprised what turns up in the gardens around here,” Tom Milford explains, evidently warming to his theme as the rest of us pick through the chicken breast main course, which thankfully isn't pink at all. “Little pieces of pottery, sometimes old horseshoes. You go out to loosen the soil around your leeks, and suddenly a little chunk of some old bowl comes up to say hello. Just goes to show the past never stays buried for long.” 
 
    “We have a blow-up air bed,” Brad says suddenly. 
 
    At this, everyone falls silent. 
 
    “Sorry,” he continues, looking a little uncomfortable now, “I was just thinking about...” 
 
    He glances at me. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “This chicken is wonderful,” Diane says, trying to steer the conversation back to something a little more normal. “How do you manage to keep it so moist? I always worry about salmonella and end up making the meat horribly dry.” 
 
    “I'm not really very experienced in the kitchen yet,” I tell her, “but on Youtube I saw this video with a few tips and -” 
 
    Before I can finish, there's a sudden but very clear and distinct bump from above, as if something fell onto the floor in the main bedroom. I immediately look up, and then when I turn to the others I see that Diane and Tom are exchanging a worried glance. 
 
    “I guess something fell down,” I tell them. 
 
    “Do you hear things like that a lot in this house?” Diane asks. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “No, I'm sorry,” she continues, suddenly seeming pretty embarrassed as she turns her attention back to her food. “It can be difficult, can't it, keeping a house all spick and span? Heaven knows, I find it a daily struggle just to keep our home from descending into absolute chaos, especially since Tom retired. At least when he was doctoring about, I had the place to myself during the days.” 
 
    “I think that's enough,” Tom whispers to her. 
 
    “Of course,” she adds. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “It was probably a hairbrush,” Brad suggests. “Alex stands them up on their handles, like she's balancing them. I don't know why, it's just a little thing she does.” 
 
    “I'm sure he's right,” I add, even though it's clear that Diane and Tom are suddenly not so comfortable. “I do stand my hairbrushes up like that. I don't know why, really. Just an old habit, I guess.” 
 
    Nobody replies, so I look down and cut off a slice of chicken breast while I wait for one of the others to get the conversation rolling again. I was hoping that by holding this little dinner party, we'd be opening the house up and making the place feel more like our home. Instead, it's clear that both Tom and Diane are tiptoeing around the subject of the house's history. I've noticed several glances exchanged between them, and there have been half a dozen awkward silences. 
 
    “I used to look at the windows,” Tom says finally, “when I came home late from work.” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “It always felt wrong,” he continues, “with this house being so dark and empty. I understood why it was left empty, of course, but it still felt wrong. And then this past week, with you two living here, I can't tell you how much better it felt to see lights on and people moving about in the windows. Honestly, it's all a marked improvement, and I feel it's really lifted the mood of the entire neighborhood.” 
 
    “Well, that's nice to hear,” I reply. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course, I was still very surprised when I learned who had moved in. I never -” 
 
    “Perhaps we shouldn't talk about this,” Diane whispers to him. 
 
    “Right,” he adds, “I'm sorry. It's just, Alex... I knew your father and -” 
 
    There's a sudden bump, but this time it's clearly coming from under the table and it doesn't take a genius to work out that Diane just kicked her husband. 
 
    “Right,” he mutters. “Yes. Absolutely.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I tell them, although I can see in the corner of my eye that Brad isn't comfortable with this topic. Still, rather than awkwardly avoiding the subject for the rest of the evening, I figure maybe it's best to tackle it head-on. “To be honest, I did avoid the house for many years. It was only recently that I realized I was in danger of spending my entire life running from what happened. Things got pretty self-destructive for a while, and it was all because of my fears. I always thought I should maybe come and visit, but then we were trying to get our finances together to buy a house and I realized it was silly to be doing all that, when this perfectly-good house was sitting here completely empty. Unsellable, but empty. So here we are.” 
 
    “Here you are,” Tom replies, forcing a smile. “That's so brave.” 
 
    “It's just a house,” I point out, before I can stop myself saying those four hackneyed words again. “I mean... Well, that's all it is. Walls. Floors. A roof. Everything else is what we make of it.” 
 
    “And you don't feel strange being here?” Diane asks. 
 
    “I think it's good to confront the past.” 
 
    “But you could have done that by just visiting,” she continues. “Actually moving here seems like quite a big step.” She eyes me cautiously for a moment. “You didn't have any other reasons for coming back, did you?” 
 
    “We're thinking of starting a family,” Brad tells her, before turning to me. “Isn't that right?” 
 
    “Here?” Diane adds, raising a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “It's as good a place as any,” Brad replies. 
 
    “Well, yes, but...” She pauses, and then she turns to me, and then a faint smile crosses her lips. “Oh, well that would be wonderful,” she continues finally, and now her joy seems genuine. “I can't tell you how pleased I'd be, to have little children playing in the neighborhood again. I can't wait.” 
 
    “Sure,” I reply, despite a ripple of fear in my chest. I really don't want to discuss children right now. “I guess you could say that the pieces just fell a certain way and this ended up being the best option. And once we'd made the decision to come here, I felt a lot better. Like I wasn't running from anything anymore. Plus, I wanted to gently test my memory and see if anything else came out. It's been hard, living the past twenty years with a big missing chunk.” 
 
    “Of course,” Diane says. “Not that it's anybody else's business anyway. I just remember that night. I mean, I wasn't there, but I heard the shouting and of course word traveled fast. By morning, we all knew what your father had...” 
 
    She pauses, and now the whole atmosphere feels distinctly frosty. This is exactly what I didn't want to have happen tonight, and as I look down at my food I realize that maybe I've been an idiot. Maybe I should have known that as soon as we started talking about the past, the subject of my father would come up. 
 
    Maybe to the people of Railham, I'll never be anything more than Michael Blaine's daughter. 
 
    “I think,” Brad says finally, “that Alex came back to the house because she wanted to confront her past and prove to others, to everyone, something that she already knew in her heart. Which is that she's not defined by what happened to her when she was a kid, and that she doesn't have to forget or deny any of that in order to move on. It's part of her, but only a small part.” He reaches under the table and holds my hand, and after a moment he moves our hands together onto the table, so they can be seen. “Trust me,” he adds. “There is way more to Alex than what happened to her on August 30th 1997, and I could not be prouder to call her my wife.” 
 
    “That's beautiful,” Diane says after a moment, with a hint of tears in her eyes. “Really beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I reply, glancing at Brad and feeling as if he just rescued me from a sticky situation. “You're right. That is why I came back.” 
 
    I look over at Diane and see that she's watching me as if she studying my every move. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she says finally, as if she's coming out of a trance. “It's just that for a moment, you looked so much like him.” 
 
    “I made a pie for dessert,” I continue, hoping to get back on track and maybe sound more normal. “I haven't made many pies yet, so I'm afraid it's something of an experiment, but I really hope you'll like it. We thought maybe we could eat out on the back patio. The view of the town is really lovely in the evenings.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A short while later, once Brad has taken the Milfords out to the patio and I've stayed inside to get the pie ready, I can't help but creep upstairs. Heading to the door that leads into the master bedroom, I peer through and immediately feel a flash of relief as I spot a hairbrush resting on the floor. 
 
    So much for the idea of ghosts. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “If you can get those to me as fast as possible, that'd be great,” I tell the agent on the other end of the line. “Put a rush on it.” 
 
    As soon as I've set the phone down, I feel a ripple of guilt. After all, I just arranged to get phone and bank records for Maurice and Penelope Garvey, stretching back six months. Deep down, I don't believe for one moment that they have anything to do with their daughter's death, but at the same time my gut is telling me that something isn't right with the pair of them. They were cagey as hell when I went to spoke to them earlier, and while I've never been a fan of amateur psychology, I can't shake the feeling that they were struggling to keep from telling me something. 
 
    Leaning back in my chair, I finally close my eyes, just for a moment. It's late and I'm exhausted, but I can't afford to sleep, not yet. I can rest my eyes, maybe, but - 
 
    “Boss?” Harry says suddenly. 
 
    Turning, I see that he's at the door to my office. 
 
    “We've got a situation on the street out front,” he continues. “I thought you'd be better at dealing with it than me 'cause, well, you're good at talking to people, aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Woah, hey! Stop!” 
 
    Waving my arms in the air, I wait for old Mrs. Loach to spot me. Instead, her rusty Cadillac shoots forward and bumps against the sidewalk, almost hitting a fire hydrant before thumping back down and coming straight for me. I step out of the way as she rumbles past, and then she slams her feet on the brakes and brings the car to a halt. 
 
    Sighing, I lean down toward the open window. 
 
    “Mrs. Loach!” I say firmly. “Rosemary! I need you to switch the engine off and give me the keys!” 
 
    “Oh, I'll be out of your way in a second or two,” she replies, and I swear I can smell the gin on her breath already. She's soused, which is pretty standard for her on a weeknight. Or a weekend. Even now, her speech is slurred. “Just give me one moment please, officer.” 
 
    “I'm afraid I -” 
 
    Before I can finish, she sends the car lurching forward. I step back, getting my toes out of the tire's path just in time, and then I hurry after her. Fortunately this isn't a busy street, not this late in the evening, but I still can't let the old dear go driving around when she's wasted. She lives all the way on the other side of town, and there are plenty of things she could hit between here and there. Plenty of people, too. 
 
    Finally, figuring that I need to get the situation under control, I hurry to the passenger side and open the door, climbing in just as she hits the pedal again and the car rushes forward. The open door bumps against a pole, suffering a glancing blow as I swing it shut. 
 
    “Excuse me one moment,” I say, reaching over and switching the engine off, bringing the car to a halt at an angle at the edge of the street. Taking the keys out of the ignition, I slip them into my breast pocket and then lean back, feeling a little out of breath. That was the first time I've ever jumped into a moving car, and it's not exactly an experience I want to repeat in a hurry. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Mrs. Loach mutters. 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply, “oh dear.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a moment, and frankly I think I shouldn't spend too long in here, otherwise I might get drunk on the fumes coming from her mouth. She's like a gin dragon. 
 
    “Harold Porter's fence,” I say finally. 
 
    “Harold Porter's fence?” 
 
    “Lovely white picket fence on the corner back there.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Yeah. Oh.” 
 
    “That rings a bell,” she admits. 
 
    I turn to her. “You're trailing part of it.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “You are. You hit it just now, and now four or five meters of the damn thing are hanging from your fender.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Mrs. Loach,” I continue with a sigh, “please don't be offended by this question, but I have to ask. Have you had a drink or two this evening?” 
 
    “I don't remember, dear.” 
 
    “A few gins at one of the bars in town?” 
 
    “Oh. I was at one of the bars, yes. It's my birthday, you see.” 
 
    “Like you need an excuse,” I mutter under my breath. “Anyway, it's not your birthday. Your birthday was months ago.” 
 
    “It was?” She furrows her brow. “How old did I turn? Eighty-three or eighty-four?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I reply, not wanting to tell her that she's actually eighty-five. “The point is, you're way over the limit, so I really can't let you drive home.” 
 
    “Oh, don't worry about that,” she replies with a smile. “I don't live far away. Just give me the keys and I'll be fine.” 
 
    “I'm going to get one of my deputies to drive you home.” 
 
    “I don't want to bother anyone.” 
 
    “You can come and collect your car in the morning. Or the afternoon. Whenever you start to feel better.” 
 
    “I feel perfectly good right now.” 
 
    She reaches over and tries to take the keys from my pocket, but I gently push her aged, arthritic hand away. 
 
    “Oh, let's pack it in with this nonsense,” she continues, even though I can see that she's struggling to focus. She used to be my teacher at kindergarten, and I feel like she's going to snap and start chastising me at any moment. “I've only had a few glasses and I can make it home perfectly well. I've learned to control myself, young man. I'm not like all those other imbeciles who become paralytic after a quick snifter. You can trust me!” 
 
    “No, I really -” 
 
    “Give me my keys, young man!” she snaps, suddenly shifting into a burst of anger. “I won't have this intolerable behavior. You must give me my keys at once!” 
 
    “Mrs. Loach -” 
 
    “They are my keys and I demand that you turn them over!” 
 
    “I could arrest you!” I say firmly. 
 
    “For what?” she shrieks, clearly offended. 
 
    “Do you want a list? How about fence thievery, for starters?” 
 
    She opens her mouth to reply, but I think maybe I've finally gotten through to her. For a moment, she seems a little startled. 
 
    “If I do things by the book,” I continue, “I should take you inside and book you. I could charge you with three or four things right now, Mrs. Loach. Is that what you want? Do you want me to do my job according to the rule-book and charge you with driving under the influence? Not to mention damage to property, plus I'm pretty sure I could make a case stick for resisting arrest.” 
 
    “Why would you be so awful to me?” she asks. 
 
    Sighing, I lean back in the passenger seat for a moment. 
 
    “I'm not going to arrest you,” I tell her. “I am going to keep your keys, and I am going to have someone drive you home, and tomorrow when you come back to me for your keys, I am going to sit you down for a little chat about your drinking habits. Is that understood?” 
 
    “It all seems a little excessive,” she murmurs. 
 
    “Can you even walk right now?” 
 
    “I only had a few gins,” she continues, although her speech is starting to sound increasingly slurred. “I'm not the kind of person who loses her capabilities after just a few gins. I think...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. She pauses for a moment, before closing her eyes and slumping back in her seat, and a few seconds later she starts snoring. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say with another sigh, as I open the passenger door and climb out. “Probably best if you're not in control of a car right now.” 
 
    “Are we booking her?” Harry asks as I wander over to him. 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Don't you think maybe we should this time?” he continues. “I mean, isn't this the third time she's driven drunk this month?” 
 
    “It is,” I reply, “but what good would it do to lock a little old lady in a cell?” 
 
    “It might teach her.” 
 
    “She's eighty-five years old.” Turning, I look back at the car and see that she's still fast asleep. “Life would be a lot tougher if we stuck to the rules, Harry. We have to exercise a little discretion every so often. Go wake her up and drive her home. And don't worry, tomorrow I'll put the fear of God into her, hopefully get her to reconsider her ways.” Patting him on the shoulder, I head inside. “Sometimes we have to use a little common sense in these matters.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Of course I know about the Mo Garvey case,” Brad is saying as I carry the pie out through the back door, “I just don't think there's any point in -” 
 
    As soon as he spots me, he stops talking and instead offers a broad grin. 
 
    “Hey!” he continues, setting his glass of wine down and coming over to help me with the plates. “Here comes the best chef in the whole goddamn town!” 
 
    “It's just a pie,” I point out, before leaning closer. “What were you guys just talking about?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “I heard you mention a name.” 
 
    “It's nothing.” He pats me on the shoulder, before turning to the Milfords. “Now listen up, folks! My wife has made a pie, and that's a rare thing, so I want you to really appreciate this pie because it's probably a work of art. It's probably the best damn pie you've ever tasted, and the best damn pie you're ever going to taste. You're most likely about to enter pie heaven, and the experience might affect your enjoyment of all other pies you taste after this night.” 
 
    “You're hyping this up a little,” I whisper, unable to help feeling a little embarrassed. 
 
    “Damn straight!” he continues, as the bemused-looking Milfords come closer. “Ladies and gentlemen, you might not guess this from looking at her, but my wife is the pie queen extraordinaire. And her home-making skills are second-to-none. So step right up and prepare for a feast!” 
 
    I force a smile, even though I know damn well that he was talking about Mo Garvey. And as always, the mere mention of that name sends a shiver down my spine. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you mind if I join you?” 
 
    Startled, I turn and find that Diane has come over to find me at the side of the little pond at the garden's farthest end. I look back toward the house and see that Brad is still locked in conversation with Tom, although I think I can just about make out a slightly glazed expression on my husband's face. He looks bored out of his mind, but he's doing a good job of nodding and murmuring as Tom continues to talk. 
 
    A moment later, my gaze shifts to the house's dark upstairs windows. It takes a few seconds before I realize that I'm searching for any sign that we're being watched. 
 
    “The history of farms in the area,” Diane says suddenly. 
 
    I turn to her. 
 
    “That's what my husband is talking to your husband about,” she continues, stopping next to me and looking down at the pond. “Tom is a wonderful man, but sometimes he forgets that others don't share his interests. I must give Bradley some credit, however. He's not only managing to stay wide awake during this particular lecture, but he's even asking questions occasionally. That's more than I can do sometimes.” 
 
    “I'm sure he's finding it very interesting,” I lie. 
 
    “Oh, rubbish,” she says with a smile, rolling her eyes. “I hope Tom didn't upset you earlier. His interest in local history is rather dry sometimes, and terribly academic. He forgets that for other people, history – especially recent history – can be more personal. Since he retired from his position as the town's doctor, he's rather lost himself in the past. Sometimes he disappears into his study for days at a time, and I barely see him at all. Some nights, he doesn't even go to bed. We sleep in separate rooms now, but I still know that he's not there.” 
 
    “It's totally fine,” I reply, as I tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “It's good that people are -” 
 
    “You should leave Railham,” she adds suddenly. “Now.” 
 
    I hesitate, convinced that I must have misheard. “I'm sorry?” I ask finally. 
 
    “You should leave this town and never come back. I can't imagine why you even came back here in the first place.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    My voice trails off. I still can't quite believe what I'm hearing. 
 
    She glances over her shoulder, as if to check that there's no danger of Brad or Tom coming closer and overhearing, and then she takes another step toward me. 
 
    “I know what you young women are like these days,” she continues, lowering her voice just a tad. “Always trying to show that you're brave, or fierce, or strong, or whatever the watchword is at the moment. It's commendable, honestly, and I understand that you want to show you're equal to the men. In some respects, I think you're quite right to do so, but not when this put-on bravery leads you into trouble.” 
 
    “I'm not sure that's quite what it's about,” I say cautiously. 
 
    “Oh, I've seen those videos they play on the internet. The Katy Perry and Taylor Swift and Beyonce songs, all those lyrics about empowerment and standing up tall and whatnot. I envy your generation sometimes, really I do, and I think its marvelous that you all feel so optimistic. And I fully accept that I might be out of touch, but still, I know this town and I am telling you that you're making a big mistake.” 
 
    “Railham's my home!” 
 
    “Not anymore,” she continues, shaking her head. “You're only stirring up trouble by coming back here. Your father -” 
 
    “I'm not here to talk about my father.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “I'm here to get on with my life. I specifically don't want anything to do with my father's story.” 
 
    “Well now you're just lying to yourself, young lady.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You won't make any friends,” she continues waspishly. “If you're after sympathy or pity, you're straight out of luck. Your presence here is going to upset people, and it's going to remind them of the bad times. If you have any concern for Railham at all, you'll put the needs of this town above your own selfish desires, and you'll pack your bags immediately.” She pauses for a moment, before taking a deep breath. “There. I've said my piece now.” 
 
    Staring at her, I half-expect her to suddenly crack a smile and admit that she's joking, but she seems deadly serious. 
 
    “Was it you the other night?” I ask finally. “With the brick?” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    “Did you throw a brick through our kitchen window?” 
 
    “Of course not. Do you think I'm some sort of hooligan?” 
 
    “Do you know who did it?” 
 
    “I do not. But there are plenty of right-minded people in this town, and if I ever do find out who was responsible, I shall give them my fullest, most heartfelt thanks.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask if she's serious, but my heart is pounding and finally I turn to walk away. After just a couple of steps, however, my shock turns to anger and I look back at her. 
 
    “You can't tell me to leave my own home,” I point out, unable to keep my voice from trembling slightly. “I have every right to be here.” 
 
    “Legally, perhaps. But not morally.” 
 
    “I've done nothing wrong!” 
 
    At this, she merely smirks. 
 
    “I'm not my father!” I continue. “I can't be held accountable for his sins!” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” she replies, eyeing me up and down for a moment, “but the apple never falls very far from the tree, does it?” 
 
    “What's that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that we suffered in this town, Miss Blaine. Or Roberts, or whatever you call yourself these days. It means that for several years, the people of Railham struggled to get over the horrific acts committed by your father. Finally we managed to reach of point of peace, and then what happens? You selfishly decide to come back, and in the process you reopen all those old wounds. Nobody is going to thank you for that, my dear.” 
 
    She finishes her drink, before setting the glass down and stepping closer to me. 
 
    “You'll soon see that I'm right,” she adds. “Nobody likes a ghost.” 
 
    “I'm not a ghost.” 
 
    “You might as well be. You're his ghost. Your father's, I mean, or at least that's how people around here will see it. After all, not every ghost has to be dead. You're a living reminder of that wicked man, and you'll bring nothing but pain and misery to everyone you meet. Your father -” 
 
    “My father was a monster!” I snap, finally unable to hold my temper. “We were supposed to be happy in this house, but he ruined everything! My mother has spent the past twenty years in a psychiatric hospital because of him! I'm glad he's dead, although if he was alive I'd tell him to his face how much I hate him!” 
 
    “My dear -” 
 
    “But I am not going to run away and hide,” I continue, “just because of what he did! The house isn't going to stand as some kind of morbid memorial to his insanity, and do you know why not? Because I'm going to make it a new home. A better home. A happy place. And by doing that, I'm going to wipe out every last stinking memory of who he was and what he did!” 
 
    With that, I turn and start heading back toward the patio. 
 
    “And what about your children?” 
 
    Stopping, I pause for a moment before glancing toward her over my shoulder. 
 
    “It's one thing to bring your husband here,” she continues, “but what if you have children of your own? I saw that look on your eyes earlier when the subject came up, and I noticed how you avoided commenting directly. Your husband wants children, but you were evasive. Could you, in all good conscience, raise a child in this house, knowing what happened to the last child who was raised here? Knowing what happened to you? And knowing that this is where your father murdered four people, including an innocent little child?” 
 
    “What my husband and I might or might not do,” I reply through gritted teeth, “is none of your business. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to go and see if your husband liked the pie. And if he did, and if he's finished, then maybe it's time for you two to head home. It's been a long night and I'm sure we're all very tired.” 
 
    “You're the only ghost in Railham,” she calls after me. “By bringing back memories of your father, you're haunting this town! People don't like ghosts, Alexandra. And that's what you are to the people round here! You're your father's ghost!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Hey Tom,” I call out as I head through to the examination room, “I need to ask you a couple of questions about this report!” 
 
    Stopping in the doorway, I'm surprised to find that there's no sign of Tom. I figured he'd be working on the case all evening, and indeed Mo Garvey's body is still laid out on the table. Tom himself, however, seems to have stepped out. To be honest, I'm a little surprised that he left the corpse completely uncovered, and for a moment I consider finding a sheet and covering her up, if only to give her a little decency. Then again, I guess Tom must have a very good reason for leaving her out in the open like this, and I probably shouldn't second-guess him, so I simply trying to avoid looking at the body as I head over and peer into the side-office. 
 
    There's still no sign of Tom. 
 
    “Great,” I mutter, making my way to his desk and writing a quick note, asking him to call me as soon as he gets a chance. Once I've done that, I head back through to the examination room, figuring that I should just - 
 
    Stopping suddenly, I see that the table in the center of the room is empty. There are a few smeared blood stains, but the body of Mo Garvey has disappeared. I look around, convinced that Tom Milford must have come through and taken her, but I can't quite believe that I wouldn't have heard him transferring Mo's body onto a trolley and wheeling her through to one of the storage areas. 
 
    “Hello?” I call out. “Tom, are you here?” 
 
    I wait, but there's no reply. 
 
    “Tom?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I head to the main door, only to find that it's locked. I try a couple of times, but someone must have locked the place while I was through in the office. Sighing, I reach into my pocket to grab my phone, only to find that I must have left it on my desk, apparently along with my radio. 
 
    “Great,” I mutter, before banging on the door in the hope that someone in a nearby part of the building might hear me. “Hey!” I call out. “Can somebody -” 
 
    Suddenly the lights flicker off behind me. I turn, just as the lights on the other side of the door die too, leaving me standing in complete darkness except for a hint of moonlight shining through the frosted window at the room's far end. Checking my watch, I see that it's almost 8pm, but nobody should be closing the place for the night just yet. Turning back to the door, I bang again, a little louder this time and with a lot less patience. 
 
    “Hey!” I yell. “Is this some kind of joke? Let me out of here!” 
 
    I bang again, but I'm starting to think that this is kind of futile. Remembering that there's a service door at the far end of the office area, I head past the table and into the storeroom, and then I make my way past the coroner's office before grabbing the handle to the rear door. Sure enough, just as I'd feared, this is locked too. If I didn't know better, I'd swear someone was trying to seal me inside this place. 
 
    “Come on!” I shout, banging my fist against the door. “I'm in here!” 
 
    I wait a moment, but all I hear is the faint hum of the air-conditioning system. 
 
    Finally, struggling to find my way in the darkness, I shuffle along the corridor and through to Tom's office, and then I take a moment to fumble for the phone on his desk. Once I've found the cradle, I pick up the receiver and reach down to dial, only to hear that there's no tone. I try a couple more times, without any success, and then I set the phone down before pausing for a moment so that maybe I can try to figure out a better plan. There has to be a way out of here, and I'll set off the goddamn fire alarm if that's what it takes, but I'm not - 
 
    Suddenly someone touches me from behind, placing a pair of hands on my shoulders. 
 
    Ice-cold hands. 
 
    I spin around, startled, but there's no sign of anyone. Reaching out, I wave my hands through the air, but there's still nobody there and I can't believe anyone could have run out of the office in just a fraction of a second. I wait, listening in case I hear a giggle or the sound of footsteps, but there's nothing. Still, those hands felt very real, as if someone was standing right behind me and reaching up to touch my shoulders. 
 
    They were small hands, too. 
 
    The hands of a child. 
 
    Stepping back through to the examination room, I'm about to go to the door and bang until somebody hears me, but then I stop in the doorway as soon as I see that somehow Mo Garvey's body is back on the table. I blink a couple of times, convinced that I'm hallucinating in the darkness and that she'll turn out to be a collection of shadows, but it's quickly becoming clear that she's really here. 
 
    First she was on the table, then she was gone, and now she's back. 
 
    If I didn't know better, I'd start to think that I'm losing my mind. Fortunately, I know I'm not that kind of person, so there has to be some other explanation. 
 
    I look around, but there's still no sign that anyone else is in here. Heading to the door that leads into the storeroom, I peer through, half-expecting to find some chuckling orderly hiding in the shadows. There's clearly nobody there, but that doesn't mean I'm about to start believing in bullshit paranormal fantasies. Somebody wants me to think that Mo Garvey climbed off the table and touched my shoulder, but I'm not that simple-minded. People who believe in ghosts are gullible at best, and sometimes even downright insane. 
 
    And then suddenly, as I rub my shoulder and realize I can still feel the cold from the hands' touch, I start to hear a very faint clicking, gurgling sound nearby. 
 
    There's something in this room with me. 
 
    Something behind my back. 
 
    Something next to, or on, the examination table. 
 
    I know I should look, but I don't quite dare, not yet. As I try to find the courage, however, I realize I can hear another sound too, a kind of shuffling that's followed a moment later by a pair of faint bumps on the floor. Again I try to make myself turn and look, but now I swear I can hear footsteps coming closer, as if somebody is slowly, awkwardly edging toward me. 
 
    I know it can't be Mo Garvey. 
 
    Mo Garvey is dead. 
 
    This has to be someone's sick idea of a joke. 
 
    Just as I'm about to turn and look over my shoulder, however, I feel several cold little fingers brushing against my left hand. I immediately flinch, telling myself that the fingers can't be real even as I feel them slipping between my own and slowly tightening their grip. I know that this can't really be happening, and I try to remind myself that I'm simply letting my imagination run wild. At the same time, an icy hand is now holding me firmly, and I don't dare around, not yet. 
 
    “It's not real,” I whisper, trying to find some courage from somewhere. “You're not an idiot, Mike. Just turn and look.” 
 
    I almost manage to turn, but instead I hesitate. And then, before I can try again, I feel something brushing against the back of my shirt. 
 
    A moment later, another set of fingertips start running across the side of my neck. Each tip is icy, burning my flesh, but I'm frozen by fear as I feel a thumb pressing against the top of my spine. It takes a moment longer before I realize that this second hand seems to be reaching up to take hold of my neck. 
 
    “They're not real,” I say again, much more firmly this time, as I try to will the hands to leave me alone. “None of this is real.” 
 
    I wait, convinced that the sensation will suddenly end and my right senses will be restored. Instead, however, the second hand continues to tighten its grip on the back of my neck, while the first hand has moved up slightly to take hold of my left wrist. 
 
    “None of this is real,” I whisper, even as I realize I can hear a series of faint, shallow breaths in the darkness directly over my shoulder. “I'm not falling for it.” 
 
    Again, I tell myself to turn and look, but in my mind's eye I can see Mo Garvey's rotten face, and there's a part of me that's certain I'll see her if I turn. Finally I realize that I can't wait a moment longer, so I steel my nerves and get ready to look. 
 
    “It's not real,” I whisper again. “It can't be real. It's all in my head.” 
 
    And then, slowly, I start to turn and look over my shoulder. 
 
    Suddenly the lights flicker on, just as the door opens at the far end of the room. Blinking, I'm astonished to see one of the deputies coming through, and a moment later I look around and realize that not only is there nobody else here with us, but the cold hands have faded away. 
 
    “There you are,” the deputy says with a nervous smile, as he holds a phone out toward me. “Your phone kept ringing in your office, so I came to find you. I think it's your wife.” 
 
    I take another look around, before heading over and grabbing the phone. I glance one final time toward Mo's bare body, and then I follow the deputy out into the corridor so that I know I can't get locked in the examination room again. Even as I bring up Louisa's number and call her, I can't help rubbing the back of my neck and telling myself that I was dumb to let myself get so easily spooked. 
 
    I turn just in time to see the deputy swinging the door shut. I briefly spot Mo's prone body, but then she's gone as the deputy locks the door. 
 
    “Mike?” Louisa says as she answers. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I'm at work,” I reply, trying not to sound too dazed. “Sorry, I didn't have my phone with me.” 
 
    “Okay, whatever. We're outside.” 
 
    “Outside?” I pause for a moment, before checking my watch and seeing that it's almost 10pm. “Why are you outside?” 
 
    “Don't you think you're forgetting something?” she asks. 
 
    “I am?” Furrowing my brow, I try to figure out whether I've missed an important date. “It's not our anniversary, is it?” 
 
    “Come out to the parking lot at the front of the station. I'll show you what you've forgotten.” 
 
    “I don't have time to go anywhere.” 
 
    “Not even to the window?” 
 
    Sighing, I hurry along the corridor and through to my office. When I look outside, I immediately spot Louisa's car nearby, and a moment later I see the silhouette of Louisa herself as she waves at me. Just as I'm about to ask her over the phone why she's really here, however, I notice another silhouette in the parked car. 
 
    “I couldn't exactly leave her home alone while I came here,” Louisa points out. “Honey, she's been asking for you all evening. She wanted to know why you hadn't come home, and I didn't know what to tell her. She claims, and I have no reason to doubt her word, that you promised to read her a bedtime story.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Alex, what got into you back there?” Brad asks as he follows me into the house. “Can you talk to me for a moment? That was kinda rude of you, the way you borderline shoved the Milfords out the door.” 
 
    “I'm tired,” I mutter, hurrying to the kitchen and setting the bowls down, before immediately turning to head back out so I can finish clearing the table. “I thought they were tired too. What did you want, an all-nighter?” 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    “Can we please just finish cleaning up?” 
 
    He tries to take my hand as I slip past him, but I manage to get away and hurry back out onto the patio. I can already hear Brad coming after me, and I know I'm probably acting like a total bitch, but at the same time I just can't help myself. Diane Milford's comments are spinning around and around in my head and frankly I'm tempted to march straight over to her house and tell her what I really think of her goddamned stupid advice. As I reach the table and start gathering up the final plates, however, I glance back toward Brad and see that he's stopped to watch me from the doorway. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    “There's something you're not telling me.” 
 
    “Of course there isn't.” 
 
    “Did Diane say something to you? Did she upset you?” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” I snap. “What could Diane Milford possibly say that would upset me?” 
 
    “Something about this house? Something about you?” 
 
    Balancing the plates, I decide to stack some glasses on top too. 
 
    “Something about your father?” 
 
    I turn to him, and in that moment my hands slip and all the plates and all the glasses fall away. Before I even have time to react, they've clattered onto the grass, although fortunately they don't break. Sighing, I immediately crouch down to gather then up from the soft ground. 
 
    “You need to mow this lawn,” I mutter. “It's too -” 
 
    Suddenly I gasp as I feel a sharp pain against the side of my right hand. Looking down, I see blood running from the wound, and I realize that I was wrong a moment ago: one of the glasses did break, and I just didn't notice since so much else was falling at the same time. 
 
    “Let me see,” Brad says as he comes over. 
 
    “I'm fine.” I check the wound for glass shards before wiping it against my shirt. 
 
    “You're bleeding, Alex.” 
 
    “Everybody bleeds.” 
 
    “This isn't like you.” 
 
    I look up at him. 
 
    “Remember when we first talked about coming to live here?” he continues, as he crouches down and helps me gather the plates and glasses up. “Remember the one condition I imposed?” 
 
    “I'm sure you're about to remind me.” 
 
    “I told you that you have to talk to me. I told you that you have to tell me what's going on in your head, because I don't think I can guess all the time.” He pauses, and now I can see the concern in his eyes. “I'd say this is a pretty unique situation,” he continues. “Woman moves back to house where crazy stuff happened to her as a kid? Where her father went nuts? I mean, I don't think there's a guidebook about how either of us should be reacting, and that's why I asked you to promise me that you'd talk to me whenever anything upset you. Like now.” 
 
    “It was just Diane Milford being a busybody,” I reply. “Forget about it.” 
 
    “You look like you want to strangle someone.” 
 
    “Well then maybe that should be your cue to stop nagging me!” I snap, before getting to my feet. “Can you finish clearing up? I've got a headache and these incessant questions aren't exactly helping.” 
 
    “I'm just trying to -” 
 
    “I'll be inside,” I add, marching back into the house before he has a chance to say anything else. I know I'm being unfair, but right now I just need to get away from this constant barrage of questions. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What are you looking up?” 
 
    As soon as he hears my voice, Tom instinctively closes the lid of his laptop. He's sitting at the kitchen table, wearing a t-shirt and boxers, and he was supposed to be getting a glass of water before bed. Instead, it seems that he's been checking something out online, and I can't help but notice the guilty look in his eyes. 
 
    “If it was porn, that's fine,” I continue, leaning against the jamb. “Call me crazy, though, but something tells me it wasn't that at all.” 
 
    “It was nothing. I was just checking my mail.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, but deep down I already know what I have to say to him. 
 
    “I'm sorry.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “It's fine. I understand.” 
 
    “No, I was a total bitch to you. You were trying to help me and I went off at you, and that was inexcusable.” 
 
    “You couldn't be a bitch if you tried.” 
 
    “Really?” I can't help furrowing my brow. “That's kinda disappointing. I mean, I don't want to be a bitch, but I'd like to at least have the potential. Not even having the potential makes me sound pretty boring.” 
 
    He laughs. 
 
    “But I shouldn't be one to you,” I continue. “Not ever. And I won't again, I promise. I just let Diane get under my skin, that's all.” I pause again, and this time I can't help looking at his closed laptop. “So did Tom Milford fill your head with ideas?” 
 
    “Tom Milford?” 
 
    “I saw you talking to him for a while, and somehow I doubt he could have held back. Did he start going on about the history of this house?” 
 
    He hesitates, before shaking his head. 
 
    “He didn't need to,” he tells me. “Do you seriously think I moved here blind? Alex, after our second date I started researching this stuff, just so I could get a better idea of what you went through. And yeah, sure, I dug a little deeper and I found out stuff about what was going on in Railham at the time, and about what your mother and father claimed was happening, and about what happened to -” 
 
    He catches himself just in time. 
 
    “What happened to who?” I ask. “To me?” 
 
    “Alex...” 
 
    “I get it,” I continue. “It makes total sense. In fact, I'd think it was pretty weird if you hadn't been curious.” 
 
    “And you're not?” 
 
    “I know what happened to my parents.” 
 
    “You've read reports about what happened, but you still don't remember, do you?” He pauses, waiting for an answer. “Or have you started to remember parts of it?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “And you've haven't felt anything since we moved back?” he asks. “Anything unusual?” 
 
    For a moment I think back to the other night, when I felt those hands on my shoulders. I've already convinced myself that the whole thing was a figment of my imagination, although deep down there's still a niggling fear in the pit of my stomach. Still, that's precisely the kind of reaction I pledged to avoid, and I'm damn well not going to disappear down the rabbit-hole right now. I'm not the kind of person who believes in ghosts. 
 
    “I've not felt anything at all,” I tell him. “Why? Have you?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then why are we even having this conversation?” I ask. 
 
    I pause for a moment, feeling as if I'm stuck in some kind of loop. Finally I make my way over to him and lean down, kissing him gently on the lips. I know he's been walking on eggshells around me for a few days now, and I guess that can't be easy for him. I just hope he'll be able to understand that I need to pick my way slowly and carefully through this mess. As I pull back from the kiss, I can see the concern in his eyes, and I know that his questions are coming from a good place. I just want him to realize that the most valuable asset right now is time. I need time before I make the next step. 
 
    “I guess this is pretty extreme, huh?” I ask with a smile. “Maybe I should have just gone to hypnosis sessions and tried to recover my memories that way.” 
 
    “What about your father?” 
 
    I flinch. “What about him?” 
 
    “It'd be pretty odd if you hadn't thought about him since we came to live in the house,” he points out. “I know it must be painful, but -” 
 
    “The whole town can't be wrong,” I reply, interrupting him. “I know what my father did. I know Mom and I were lucky to get away from him. I know he's buried in an unmarked grave, and that nobody around here even bothered to give him a headstone.” I pause for a moment. “I know enough.” 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    “I know he murdered Mo Garvey.” 
 
    “Do you seriously believe that?” 
 
    “Of course,” I reply, struggling to hide the fact that I want to scream. “The evidence holds up. He framed some drifter, and the truth only came to light after he died. That's really all I need to know about him. He was a monster.” 
 
    He sighs. “If you change your mind -” 
 
    “I won't.” 
 
    “But if you do, just tell me. If you want to leave this house -” 
 
    “No chance.” Pulling away, I make my way over to the door. “I just want to sleep right now. Turn the light off when you come up and -” 
 
    Stopping for a moment, I consider asking him about him why he was talking about Mo Garvey earlier, but then again I figure it's not too difficult to guess what happened. The Milfords were probably asking questions about me, and I'm sure he did his best to defend me and to make them understand that I'm nothing like my father. It's not my fault if Diane Milford's got her head up her own ass. 
 
    Without saying another word, I head out into the hallway and then I start making my way up the pitch-black stairs. By the time I get to the top, however, I'm trembling and I have to sit down. Just the mention of my father's name, and of what he did, was enough to set my mind racing. Putting my head in my hands, I wait for the sense of panic to pass. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “But I don't understand,” Alex says, furrowing her brow in that very serious way that only little kids can manage. “I thought Mo Garvey was a good person.” 
 
    “She was,” I reply. “Absolutely. Nobody's suggesting she did anything wrong.” 
 
    “Then why did a bad thing happen to her?” she continues, staring straight ahead for a moment before turning to me. “I thought that when people are good, then bad things don't happen to them?” 
 
    “That's not quite how it works.” 
 
    “So even if someone's really good, they can still...” She pauses for a moment, as if she's wrestling with one of the great, immutable questions of the universe. “I heard some people talking in the street. They said that Mo Garvey got really badly hurt before she died.” 
 
    “You shouldn't pay attention to people in the street.” 
 
    “They said someone cut her eyes out.” 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    “And cut off her nose.” 
 
    “No, that didn't happen,” I reply, trying not to sound too impatient. 
 
    “What didn't happen? That her eyes got cut out, or that her nose got cut off?” 
 
    “Her nose wasn't cut off.” 
 
    Her eyes open wide as dinner-plates. 
 
    “So her eyes -” 
 
    “Let's not focus on that right now,” I continue, glancing out the window and seeing that Louisa is still watching us from the window of my office. For a moment, I genuinely can't work out how I'm going to help all of this make sense to Alex, especially since I don't even know how I can make it make sense to me. “You didn't know Mo Garvey, did you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You didn't play with her at all?” 
 
    “No. She used to twist the heads off her dolls. She was weird.” She pauses. “But I can still be sad that she's dead, can't I?” 
 
    “Of course you can. I just -” 
 
    “Am I a good person?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I continue, putting an arm around her and forcing a smile. “You're a wonderful person, Alex. You're the best little girl in the whole world.” 
 
    “That's not enough, though, is it?” she replies, sounding very serious and very much as if she's concentrating on what she overheard in the street. After a moment she looks up at me with those wide, innocent eyes. “Even if I'm a good person, bad things can happen to me, can't they?” 
 
    “No,” I reply, shaking my head. “Not to you, sweetheart. Because I won't let anything bad ever happen to you. I'll always, always look after you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “She doesn't understand,” I mutter as I stand with Louisa in the doorway outside my office. Alex is still in the car, sleeping with her head against the window after trying for several minutes to stay awake. 
 
    “I don't understand,” Louisa replies. “Was Mo Garvey really tortured before she was killed?” 
 
    “I can't say at this time.” 
 
    “But it's possible.” 
 
    “A lot of things are possible.” 
 
    “Jesus!” She turns and puts her hands over her face, as if the whole idea is too much for her to handle. “So there's some maniac out there, and he's got a taste for little girls?” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell her that everything's going to be okay, but the words dry on my tongue. I've heard myself offering false hope to so many people lately, I think I'll vomit if I do it again. Finally, not knowing what else to do, I reach out and place a hand on Louisa's shoulder. I feel so goddamn useless right now. 
 
    “It'll be fine,” I say suddenly, surprising myself. “No-one else is going to get hurt.” 
 
    “Come home,” Louisa says, turning to me. “You're no use to anyone like this.” 
 
    “I have too much work to do.” 
 
    “And you can't do it while you're in this state.” 
 
    “There's a killer out there and he could strike again at any moment.” 
 
    “But you just said -” 
 
    “I know what I said!” I snap. “I was trying to make you feel better, that's all! I didn't mean a goddamn word of it! Of course there's a murderer around and of course he's going to do it again, and of course Alex and the other kids in town aren't safe! Any one of them could end up like Mo Garvey! There could be more and more bodies piling up in that morgue until we run out of places to stack them!” 
 
    Seeing the shock in her eyes, I sigh and step closer, wrapping my arms around her for a hug. 
 
    “You need to go home,” I whisper, holding her tight. “You need to get Alex to bed. I'm so sorry that I can't come with you right now, but I know you understand why that is. The first forty-eight hours of a case like this are always the most important. The trail's still hot, and I refuse to believe that this monster didn't leave something behind, some trace that we can pick up. I'm going to get him, and I'm going to put him behind bars, and I'm going to make sure that everyone's safe.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I add. “I have no idea, but I'll do it, I swear.” 
 
    As I say those words, I see that Alex is still sleeping in the car. At first I think it's a massive relief that she's sleeping, but then I start to wonder what kind of dreams she might be having. But for the grace of God, it could have been my little girl who was taken, instead of Mo Garvey, and at some point another little girl in this town is going to be targeted. I have to do something before that happens, but the clock is running and in a few hours' time the sun is going to come back up. Every second that passes is going to embolden Mo Garvey's murderer and make him wonder whether he's getting away with it, and make him start wondering whether he can do it again. 
 
    “I'm sorry I lied to you,” I whisper finally, turning back to Louisa. 
 
    “When did you lie to me?” 
 
    “When I told you I'd find Mo Garvey alive.” 
 
    “That wasn't a lie,” she replies, “that was just hope.” 
 
    “I believed it at the time,” I continue, feeling a shudder in my chest, “but I swear to you...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I realize that these would just be more words. Empty, meaningless words. 
 
    “I have to get back to work,” I add, taking a step away from her. “I'm sorry, but I don't know when I'll get home. It might be a day or two. I can't stop until I've caught this bastard.” 
 
    “Mike -” 
 
    “Take Alex home,” I reply, turning and heading back through to my office. “She's just a kid. She shouldn't be up this late. Tell her I'll see her as soon as I can, but tell her that might not be as soon as I'd like.” I pause for a moment, before glancing over my shoulder. “And keep an eye on her. Don't let her play outside alone tomorrow. Don't let her out of your sight, not even for one second.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “So that's what it's like to have sex on a blow-up bed!” Brad gasps as he rolls over onto the other side, which in turn causes the entire bed to wobble and shake. “I've gotta admit, it was... different. Bouncier than usual.” 
 
    He pauses, before turning to me. 
 
    “Are you sure you don't want to try finishing?” he asks. “I feel kinda bad here.” 
 
    “Don't. You know that's hard for me.” 
 
    “Sure, but -” 
 
    “I should go to the bathroom,” I add, wrapping a sheet around myself as I get to my feet. “I'll be right back.” 
 
    “So we're married,” he calls after me as I leave the room, “and we've got our own house now, and we've even got spare rooms. What's next in the narrative of a normal couple?” 
 
    “Joint-owned salad bowls?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. I was just thinking maybe we could think about growing our family a little.” 
 
    “You want a pet?” 
 
    “Alex...” 
 
    “We've barely settled in,” I reply, passing my old childhood bedroom and heading through to the bathroom. After pulling the cord to switch the light on, I step inside and head over to the sink. “Let's just get on our feet before we start thinking about anything else,” I continue, although I'm not sure if he can hear me now since I'm all the way over on the other side of the house. “Let's just be for a while. There's no hurry.” 
 
    He doesn't reply, and a moment later I hear the bed squeaking slightly. I guess he's entertaining himself by bouncing around again, and I can't help smiling as I start washing my hands. I definitely need to pack that blow-up bed away so that Brad can't find it, because so far he seems way too enthusiastic about the goddamn thing. Sometimes I think that if he had his way, we'd decorate the house like it was some kind of student place, with posters on the wall and random weird stuff in every room. Fortunately he's told me to just go ahead and pick out stuff, and I've already figured out what we're going to get when we can afford to splash out a little. 
 
    We're going to have a normal house, like normal people. And then maybe we can think about having kids, once everything else is settled. 
 
    I want kids more than anything in the world, but the timing... 
 
    Behind me, the door creaks slightly. 
 
    “Occupied,” I say with a smile, as I lean down and start washing my face. 
 
    Behind me there's another creak, this time from one of the floorboards. 
 
    “Don't you know better than to walk in on a lady when she's performing her ablutions?” I ask as I wipe a flannel across my forehead. There's cleanser all over my face now, so I don't even dare open my eyes as I stand up and continue to work on my pores. “I'll be out in a few minutes.” 
 
    He doesn't reply, so I focus on washing my face. I'd have preferred to have been alone in here, but I guess I can handle a little company so long as he doesn't start using the toilet. Then again, knowing Brad's sense of humor, that's exactly the kind of thing he'd do. I'll probably hear water tinkling into the bowl in a couple of seconds. 
 
    With the cleanser still on my face, I keep my eyes closed as I wait for the three minutes to pass so I can wash it all off again. While I do that, I take a cotton bud from the shelf and start cleaning my ears. 
 
    “I need to keep some mystery, you know,” I continue. “Don't you think -” 
 
    Suddenly I feel him place a hand on my left shoulder, from behind. 
 
    “There is no way I can go again tonight,” I tell him. “Doing it on that blow-up bed was exhausting for me too, you know. I think I used muscles I didn't even know I had.” 
 
    I dig the cotton bud a little deeper into my ear. 
 
    A moment later, he puts his other hand on my right shoulder. 
 
    “Now you're just being creepy,” I point out. 
 
    I lean down and start washing the cleanser off my face, but Brad keeps his hands on my shoulders. Finally I open my eyes and look down into the sink's cloudy water, and at that moment I realize that his hands feel icy cold. Brad's hands are always nice and warm, but right now it feels as if he's been keeping them in the icebox. 
 
    “This bed is so bouncy!” he shouts out suddenly, from the bedroom. 
 
    Gasping, I turn and look back across the bathroom. At that moment, the hands stop touching my shoulders and I find myself staring toward the open door, but there's absolutely no sign of anyone else here in the room with me. I wait a moment, as my heart pounds in my chest, and then I realize I can hear Brad still bouncing around on the bed. He's all the way across the landing, all the way on the other side of the house. He must have been there the whole time. 
 
    “How about we give it one more try on this thing?” he continues. “I think you could grow to like it, Alex. Maybe we just used the wrong position the first time.” 
 
    I look around the bathroom, but there's still nobody else here. Besides, there's nobody else who could be here, although the sensation of ice-cold hands on my shoulders was so clear and so distinct. I can still feel exactly where they touched me. Finally I hurry back out onto the landing and over to the bedroom door, where I stop and see that Brad is still bouncing on the bed. 
 
    “Were you just in the bathroom?” I ask. 
 
    He turns to me. “Huh? No, I was right here doing this.” 
 
    He bounces again. 
 
    “Why?” he adds innocently. 
 
    “I -” 
 
    For a moment, I consider asking if he's sure, but then I realize that'd be a dumb question. Besides, now that I'm back through here, I'm starting to doubt whether I really felt hands on my shoulders at all. Cold soap could just have dribbled down my neck, and maybe I'm a little highly-strung right now so I simply let my imagination run wild. 
 
    “Babe?” Brad continues. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I reply, forcing a smile. “I'll just go finish up.” 
 
    With that, I turn and head back to the bathroom. I can't deny that there's a niggling sense of concern in the pit of my stomach, but I quickly tell myself to grow the hell up and stop being some little scaredy-cat. It's only natural that my mind tried to play a trick on me, and I told myself before we moved here that I should be ready for precisely this kind of thing. Still, the weirdness kind of crept up on me when I had my guard down, and as I reach the sink again I make a mental note to be a little more prepared and to stay a little more rational. 
 
    Leaning down, I force myself to finish washing my face properly, rather than rushing to get out of the bathroom. And even though I spend several more minutes getting myself clean, I don't feel hands on my shoulders again, and I start to realize that the whole thing was just a brief, jittery brain-fart. 
 
    “Are you gonna be much longer in there?” Brad calls out suddenly. “I need to use the can!” 
 
    “Just give me two more minutes,” I reply, before grabbing a towel and starting to pat my face dry. As I do so, I half expect to feel hands on my shoulders again, but there's nothing. At the same time, I'm starting to think that the sensation was familiar, as if I've felt icy hands like that before. 
 
    Turning slowly, I look out onto the landing and toward the door that leads into the master bedroom. I remember the touch of those cold hands. I don't know when, or how, but I've definitely felt them before. I think it might have been a long, long time ago. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    Mo Garvey's rotting arm reaches out toward my face, as she leans closer and squirming maggots spill out from her eye-sockets. As soon as she starts tightening her grip around my throat, the flesh on her forearm starts ripping open, revealing a sloughing mess of meat and bone. 
 
    “Stop!” I gasp, suddenly turning and finding that I'm back in my office. 
 
    Looking around, I realize I must have fallen asleep at my desk. My heart is pounding and I can't help watching the shadows, worried that I might spot a shape twisting in the darkness. Even when my mind starts to calm, my body is still in panic-mode and I have to lean back in my chair. I know that whole experience was just a nightmare, but it still takes a moment longer before I even notice that my phone is ringing. 
 
    “Sheriff Blaine,” I say drowsily as I answer. “What've you got for me?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Get away!” I yell, hurrying along the dark street, heading toward the small crowd that's gathered on the corner. “Keep back!” 
 
    “We've got a dead one,” Harry says, ashen-faced as he turns to me. “And boss -” 
 
    “Let me see!” 
 
    Slipping past him, I stop as I see that Tom Milford is in the process of draping a coat over what looks like the body of a middle-aged man. Since receiving the call a few minutes ago that there'd been a traffic accident in town, I've run all the way over here. It's 3am and the stop sign is flashing high above the scene. 
 
    “It would have been almost instant,” Tom says, looking up at me. “He stepped out into the middle of the street. The impact tossed him about twenty meters. Looks like he hit his head real bad.” 
 
    “Who is it?” I ask. 
 
    “Nobody I've ever seen before. From the clothes, I'd say it's a drifter, someone who was living rough. You know the type.” 
 
    Stepping around him, I see that he's right. The man's clothes are tattered and torn, and he's wearing two mis-matching shoes. I've seen people like this before, drifters who occasionally pass through town and go dumpster-diving along the way. They never stick around for long, not when there's better pickings in Dedston or Sobolton a little further up the line. Usually I just hurry the drifters on when I see them and keep them from causing trouble, but this poor wretch seems to have managed to get hit by one of the few cars on the road at this time in the morning. The odds of that happening are so low, I can't help wondering whether this was a suicide. 
 
    Glancing over at the nearest car, I see Matt Beamish sitting in the driver's seat. He's a good guy, and I know he won't have been drinking and driving. He's staring at the dead guy, but for the most part he seems to be holding himself together. I should go and talk to him, and start figuring out how this mess happened. 
 
    “There's something else,” Tom Milford says, lifting the edge of the drifter's coat. Using a pair of tweezers, he takes out a stained piece of white fabric. “I'll need to get it back to the lab for analysis, but I recognize the label. I've got a horrible feeling, Michael, that this might be the missing section of Mo Garvey's underwear.” 
 
    Stepping closer, I see that the fabric is covered in dry blood. 
 
    “It was in his pocket?” I ask. 
 
    “We were checking to see if he was carrying identification,” he explains. “He seems not to have been, but that's when we found this particular piece of fabric. Killers do that sometimes, don't they? They keep trophies of their victims. I'm no psychologist, but maybe that's what this is supposed to be. A sick, disgusting trophy.” He pauses, and there's a hint of desperation in his eyes, as if he's waiting for me to tell him that he's right. “Don't you think it's a trophy, Michael?” 
 
    “So what does it mean?” Harry asks, standing next to me. “Hey, if he had that in his pocket, does it mean this drifter was the one who killed Mo Garvey?” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but something about this situation feels awfully convenient. In fact, as I look around at the others, I can't help feeling as if I'm in a scene that was deliberately set up. Everybody's waiting for me to agree with them, for me to tell them the case has been miraculously solved. Even Matt Beamish, the man who supposedly hit the guy and killed him, seems completely focused on watching and waiting for my reaction. 
 
    “Seems a little easy,” Harry adds, echoing my thoughts. “I mean, it's like he's presented himself to us on a silver platter.” 
 
    “Like I said,” Tom Milford continues, “I need to run some tests before I can be sure. But if you ask me, the blood on this torn section of panties is going to turn out to belong to Mo. And if that's the case, then I think we might just have our killer.” He covers the dead man's face, before turning to look up at me. “Case closed.” 
 
    “Run those tests,” I reply cautiously. “I'm not assuming anything until we've got proof.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What did I tell you?” 
 
    Startled by the familiar voice, I turn away from the filing cabinet and see that Mayor Lenny Johnson has arrived, his bulky frame almost filling the doorway completely. 
 
    “A drifter, huh?” he continues, stepping into my office. He's grinning, as if he's pleased by the latest turn of developments. Or maybe smug is a better word. “Well, I've gotta admit, even though I had my money on that being the case, I didn't think we'd have much hope of actually nailing the guy. I'm surprised he didn't leave town already, but I guess we'll never know what was going through the pervert's head. Has Doc Milford formally identified the blood on the pair of panties yet?” 
 
    Staring at him, I can't shake a creeping sense that he seems very pleased with himself. 
 
    “Not yet,” I reply cautiously. 
 
    “Still, only a matter of time.” He comes over and pats me on the shoulder. “This must be an immense relief for you, Michael. The son of a bitch who killed poor little Mo Garvey is out of the picture. It would've been better if he'd been taken alive, instead of getting run over by Matt Beamish, but we can't have everything. I assume Matt won't be facing charges, will he? I mean, from what I've heard, it sounds almost like the murderer threw himself in front of the car.” 
 
    “I'm still putting the details of the accident together.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” 
 
    “There are procedures to follow.” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Nothing's decided yet,” I add. 
 
    “Wouldn't have it any other way.” 
 
    “We don't even know that it's the killer,” I point out, and at that moment I see a flicker of irritation in his eyes. “People shouldn't jump to conclusions just yet.” 
 
    “Of course not,” he replies with a grin. “Hell, maybe it'll turn out that this drifter didn't kill Mo, although it doesn't take a genius to see which way the odds are stacked right now. Still, there's a set of rules to follow, and we need to follow them. How long will it take before you can confirm that this guy's the killer? Two, three days? Longer?” 
 
    “I'm not sure,” I tell him. “Right now, the investigation is still open.” 
 
    “I wouldn't have it any other way,” he continues. “That's why I have full faith in you. Hell, it's why this whole town believes in you, Michael.” He pats me on the shoulder again, and I can't shake the feeling that he's spewing out a bunch of prepared lines. “You make people feel safe, and this whole horrible incident is only going to reinforce that idea. Right now, you need to focus on getting all the paperwork complete so that eventually we can draw a line under what happened to that poor girl. This town needs to stop grieving, and start healing.” 
 
    “Matt said the guy just appeared in the middle of the road,” I point out. 
 
    He nods. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “You've spoken to him?” 
 
    “Of course. Matt's a good buddy of mine, going back a long way.” 
 
    “He said the guy seemed to lurch out from nowhere,” I continue. “He said he didn't have a chance to stop in time.” 
 
    “Must've been quite a shock for him, huh?” 
 
    “I didn't see any tire marks.” 
 
    “On the dead guy's face?” he asks with a grin and a chuckle, patting my shoulder yet again. “Pity.” 
 
    “On the road, Lenny,” I continue. “Even if Matt didn't have time to stop, I'd have thought he'd at least slam the brakes on once he'd hit the guy, but there are no tire marks. It's as if he slowed leisurely and parked up.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So doesn't that strike you as odd?” 
 
    “Not if he'd just hit Mo Garvey's killer. He was probably feeling pretty pleased with himself for doing the town a favor.” 
 
    “But he didn't know who he'd hit, did he? Not at that point.” 
 
    I wait for a reply, but now Lenny is eyeing me with a hint of suspicion. I think I've finally managed to break through his spiel. 
 
    “I'm not saying I suspect Matt of doing anything wrong,” I continue, “but there are a few details of this situation that I'd like to clear up with him. I'm going to go and talk to him right now.” 
 
    “He's gone home for the night.” 
 
    “Then I'll -” 
 
    “Best leave it 'til morning,” he adds, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “I really think I need to talk to him tonight.” 
 
    “It's four in the morning,” he points out. “Let the man rest.” 
 
    “I should -” 
 
    “I've got some of my other buddies with him,” he continues, giving my shoulder a bearish squeeze. “They're taking care of Matt, and I'm sure he'll be ready for a good chat with you after the sun comes up. You need to focus on your paperwork for a while, maybe catch some sleep, and come up smiling some time tomorrow. You're no use to anyone in your current state, Mikey. No use at all.” 
 
    Before I can reply, I realize that he seems to be issuing a mild threat. At the same time, I'm damn well not going to sign off on anything I don't fully believe. I'm being steered toward one particular conclusion, and my gut instinct is to start fighting in the opposite direction. 
 
    “It just takes time,” I add finally, deciding to play my cards close to my chest. “That's all. Hopefully we've been lucky, hopefully by some bizarre set of circumstances we've ended up catching this guy and he's out of the way. Hopefully we can find some closure for the family, and for the town. There are just some procedures I need to go through first. After all, the most important thing is that we get the right guy. Dead or alive.” 
 
    “Wouldn't have it any other way, my friend,” he says with a forced smile, taking a step back. “That's why you're the right guy for the job. You stop the rest of us running off half-cocked. Even when people were starting to doubt you earlier today, I had your back. I told 'em to keep the faith.” Checking his watch, he sighs. “It's gone four in the goddamn morning. I wasn't built for being up this late, at least not sober. How about we call it a night and take a rain-check, yeah? Tomorrow we'll meet up again and see how things are going, maybe over a few beers. Can I give you a ride home?” 
 
    “I'm going to do a few more things here,” I tell him, “but thanks for the offer.” 
 
    “Come on. There's room in my car for two.” 
 
    “I really have to stay.” 
 
    “You do, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.” 
 
    I wait for him to reply, but for a moment he seems a little annoyed by my answer. 
 
    “No problem,” he says finally. He hesitates, before turning and heading back toward the door. “You're a good man, Michael Blaine. The best. We're lucky to have you.” 
 
    “I'm just doing my job.” 
 
    “And you're doing it with aplomb.” He turns to me. “Is that the right word? Aplomb. Sounds kinda French.” 
 
    “I think I understand what you're trying to say.” 
 
    “I hope so. I really do.” He hesitates, keeping his eyes fixed on me, and then a slow smile starts to break across his face. “I've got faith in you, my friend. But make sure you head home soon, okay? You're more use to the town if you can think straight. And then tomorrow we can start wrapping this whole thing up, and then we can tell everyone that the bastard who killed Mo Garvey is dead. I think people are gonna be very relieved to hear that. Very relieved indeed. But of course, the ball's in your court. I wouldn't dream of stealing your thunder, or your glory. It's gonna be your big day, buddy.” 
 
    As he leaves, I'm left standing next to the filing cabinet, trying to figure out what, exactly, was the purpose of that visit. Everyone seems so keen to wrap the investigation up and to believe that Mo's murderer fell into our laps like this, but I can't shake a niggling sense of doubt. Turning, I look out the window and see lights in the distance, and I know that Harry and a couple of other deputies are still at the scene of the accident that killed the drifter. I just wish I could share everyone else's confidence that we've got the right guy, and that the town is safe again, but I can't. 
 
    And I'm sure as hell not going to be part of some cover-up. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    I can do this. I'm not going to let some anonymous asshole stop me walking down the street in my own hometown. I can do this. 
 
    Still, standing in the hallway, watching the sun-drenched street outside, I can't quite bring myself to open the door and step out into the world. I'm wearing sunglasses, although after a moment I take them off as I realize that maybe people will think I'm trying to hide. Then I put them on, figuring I need them such a bright day, then I take them off and then finally I put them on again. And then I sigh as I realize how utterly helpless I feel. 
 
    “You can do this,” I whisper, trying to find some courage deep down. I take the sunglasses off. “Come on, Alex. You're not a wimp. If there are asshole cowards out there, you have to face them down.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, and then – realizing that it's now or never – I open the door and step outside. The sunlight is so strong, I set my sunglasses back on before swinging the door shut. By the time I've reached the mailbox, I feel a little dizzy, so I stop and pretend to be looking through the mail. To my surprise, I find a handwritten note with my name on the front. 
 
    Opening the note, I find a letter inside. 
 
    “Dear Alex,” I read, “you probably don't remember me but I want to talk to you about your father. He was -” 
 
    Scrunching the letter up, I throw it into the trash, along with the envelope. The last thing I need is to deal with another asshole who wants to remind me of my father's sins. I have errands to run in town, and I'm damn well going to run them. 
 
    Normal life starts here. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Alex Roberts? Alex, is that you? Can I grab a quick word?” 
 
    As I make my way along the street, I glance over my shoulder and see that a middle-aged woman is hurrying after me. I'm sure I recognize her from somewhere, although that doesn't make sense until I spot a poster attached to a nearby lamppost, at which point I realize that this woman has been serving as Railham's mayor for the past few years and is currently in the middle of a campaign to get reelected. 
 
    Great. A politician. 
 
    “You don't know me,” she says breathlessly, “but my name is -” 
 
    “Gloria Stevens?” 
 
    She opens her mouth to reply, before turning and looking at the nearest poster. 
 
    “Right,” she continues, as we shake hands. “Well, I guess word travels fast. I won't insult you by asking whether I can count on your vote, but, well... I do hope you'll read my campaign literature and try to see my vision for the town's future.” 
 
    “I'll be sure to take a look,” I reply, unable to help noticing that a couple of people passing on the other side of the street are looking this way. I guess I should have just accepted that on my first trip into town, I'd be something of a talking point. Taking my sunglasses off, I force a smile. 
 
    “So are you enjoying yourself here in Railham?” Gloria asks, as we start walking together along the street. “Is it good to be back?” 
 
    “To be honest, I'm still settling in. Everything seems great so far.” 
 
    “That's wonderful. And is the house okay?” 
 
    “The house is fine.” 
 
    “I've got to admit,” she continues, “I was a little surprised when I learned that you'd be moving back to your old family home. Please don't take this the wrong way, but I would've thought that the house would be the last place you'd ever want to go. I mean, I wouldn't go back, not if... Well, I'm sure you know what I mean.” 
 
    “It's just a house,” I reply. Realizing that maybe I haven't explained properly, I try to figure out a better way to put my thoughts. “I spent so much time trying to run from my past,” I add finally, “that eventually I decided that maybe I should run to it instead. I don't know, it's a work in progress, but so far I feel as if a weight has been lifted.” 
 
    “And it's not bringing back any bad memories about your father?” 
 
    I flinch as soon as he's mentioned. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she continues, “I didn't mean to tread on your toes.” 
 
    “No, it's fine. My father was who he was, and I can't deny that. I guess I'm just hoping that people will see me for who I am, not for where I come from. As for memories, I'm hoping to remember the good times and leave the bad in the past.” 
 
    “It's just that your father isn't exactly a very popular figure around here,” she explains. “People have long memories, and the name Michael Blaine tends to remind them of a time when Railham... Well, a time when our happy, friendly little town seemed to be briefly teetering on the edge of an abyss. I myself remember those days, and your father was a highly respected man until...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. 
 
    “Until he lost his mind and started killing people?” I suggest. 
 
    “Well, I -” 
 
    “It's the truth,” I continue, feeling a shudder pass through my chest. “I don't particularly enjoy talking about him. He was a monster. At the same time, I have to acknowledge who I am and where I came from. That's part of why I returned to Railham. I want a normal life, and I can't have that if I'm simultaneously running from my past.” 
 
    “That's a very admirable way of looking at things.” 
 
    “I don't see any other way,” I reply. “At least, not any other healthy way.” 
 
    “I understand that you don't remember so much of what happened on that awful night.” 
 
    “That's correct.” 
 
    “It must be -” 
 
    “And I'd like to keep it that way,” I add, stopping and turning to her. “I've very deliberately kept from rooting through those particular memories. I know enough to understand that my father, Michael Blaine, is a hated man in this town. I know enough to be glad that he's dead, and to share everyone else's relief that he died before he was able to hurt more people. But if you want me to apologize for his actions, then I think I'm going to have to disappoint you. He was the monster, not me. I can remember my old life without remembering him. That's the plan, anyway.” 
 
    She places a hand on my arm, and suddenly I realize that there are tears in her eyes. Before I can ask if she's okay, she steps closer and puts her arms around me, giving me an unexpected and very tight hug. 
 
    “Good for you!” she whispers, her voice trembling with emotion as we stand on the street corner. “I was worried you'd be a nervous wreck, but instead you're clearly a strong, independent woman with a sense of her own identity. I can't imagine how difficult it must have been for you to grow up in the shadow of that wretched man, to live every day of your life knowing that you're his daughter, but it seems as if you've found a way to push past that.” 
 
    “I'm -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot a woman walking past on the other side of the street, and as we briefly make eye contact I can't help but notice the disgust in her eyes. I've never seen her before in my life, but it's not difficult to figure out that she knows who I am and that she hates me because of my father. For the first time, I'm starting to realize that no matter what happens to my memories, I can't control what other people remember. 
 
    “I'm so glad I ran into you today,” Mayor Stevens says as she releases me from the hug and takes a step back, drying her eyes at the same time. “The door to my office is always open. Always. If there's ever anything you need, you mustn't hesitate to come and see me.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I reply, “but I'm sure I'll be fine. I just want to settle in and live a quiet life. No special treatment.” 
 
    “Of course!” She pats me on the arm, before stepping around me. “We'll talk again soon. Have fun now!” 
 
    Once she's gone, I take a moment to regather my composure and then I start making my way toward the hardware store. I'd really rather avoid any more awkward conversations about my father today, although it's good to know that at least there are some people who aren't going to judge me according to my his actions. As I reach the hardware store, however, a man hurries to the other side of the door and quickly turns the sign so that it reads 'Closed', and as he glares out at me I can't help realizing that he seems very keen for me to leave. 
 
    I step back. A moment later a man walks up the steps and enters the store, but I guess there's one rule for the locals and another rule for the likes of me. 
 
    Maybe Diane Milford was right about one thing. Maybe people here do see me as a ghost. Maybe they see me as my father's ghost, and they feel like he's haunting the town through me. If that's the case, maybe the dirty looks will never stop. Maybe coming back to Railham was a mistake after all.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you're okay to drive?” Louisa asks over the phone. “You sound exhausted.” 
 
    “I'm fine to drive,” I reply, keeping my eyes on the road ahead, “but I should get off this thing. If I saw someone else talking on the phone while he was driving, I'd pull him over and give him a ticket. I'll be back in twenty, okay?” 
 
    “It's almost 6am.” 
 
    “It's been a long night.” 
 
    “But are you sure you've got the guy?” she continues, with a hint of concern in her voice. “I mean, are you really sure? Is it really all over?” 
 
    “The signs are pointing that way,” I reply, even though the words leave a sour taste in my mouth, “but I'll explain when I get home. It's complicated.” 
 
    “We're safe, though, aren't we? Alex and the other children are safe now.” 
 
    “I'm not -” 
 
    “Please, Mike. Tell me they're safe.” 
 
    “They're safe,” I hear myself saying, and I instantly know that I can't backtrack now. “I think so.” 
 
    “Thank God,” she replies with a heavy, relieved sigh. 
 
    “But don't talk to anyone about this,” I continue. “Not yet. I don't want word to get out until I'm sure, and that might still take a couple of days.” I pause, still watching the road, before realizing that I just need to get home. “I'll be back soon,” I continue, “and I love you. I love both of you. Everything's going to be...” 
 
    My voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “Everything's going to be okay in the end,” I add finally. That, at least, is something I can believe. “I promise.” 
 
    Once I've ended the call, I sit up a little straighter and try to focus on simply staying awake. If I saw anybody else driving in this condition, I really would pull them over and tell them that enough's enough, but I know I'll be fine. I'm a good driver and I can handle a little tiredness, and it's not like there'll be much other traffic on the road at this time in the morning. Adjusting my grip on the wheel, I tell myself that maybe when I reach home I should get some sleep, if only for a couple of - 
 
    Suddenly I spot two of cars ahead, parked across the road. 
 
    Letting out a gasp, I slam my foot on the brake and bring the car screeching to a halt sideways on, and my heart is already pounding as my headlights pick out the sight of Mayor Lenny Johnson with half a dozen other men standing a little further back. They seem to have formed some kind of roadblock, and I hesitate for a moment before Lenny gestures for me to get out of the car. I watch, too shocked to react, but then he makes the same gesture again, this time with a faint smile. 
 
    Finally, switching off the engine, I open the door and step out into the cold night air. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I ask as I step toward them. “I could've hit you!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lenny replies with a chuckle. “Two bad wrecks in one night. That would've been a hell of a coincidence, wouldn't it?” He shakes his head. “Relax, Mikey. I know you're a good driver. There was no way you wouldn't have seen us in time.” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but then I see that Doctor Tom Milford is one of the other men gathered out here. Matt Beamish is present too, along with David Trelawney and the odious sight of Neil Bloom, who I've always had down as one of the town's seedier characters. For some reason, Lenny seems to have brought together a small group of disreputable figures. Frankly, after his comments yesterday about 'higher powers', I'm not even 100% certain I can trust Tom Milford anymore. 
 
    “What is this?” I ask cautiously, as I start to realize that this little gathering seems to be for my benefit. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Want?” Lenny replies, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Who said anything about -” 
 
    He stops suddenly, and then he sighs. 
 
    “Oh hell, Michael,” he continues, stepping closer, “I had this whole rigmarole worked out, but I think I'm gonna level with you and be straight. I respect you too much to play games.” He places a hand on my shoulder. “I just felt that we needed a little follow-up to our earlier conversation, to make sure we're on the same page. And I wanted to do it out here, away from anyone who might start poking their noses into our business. Man to man. You can understand that, can't you?” 
 
    Looking past him, I see the fear in Doctor Milford's eyes, although he quickly looks away as if he realizes that I can read his expression. He's hiding something. 
 
    “The Mo Garvey case is solved,” Lenny says firmly. “I know you've gotta do what you've gotta do, but Doc Milford's report makes it very clear that the drifter killed the kid.” 
 
    “Doctor Milford's report isn't ready yet,” I point out. 
 
    “That's funny, 'cause I've already read it,” he replies. “You'll get your copy in the morning, but the DNA analysis proves that the fabric in the drifter's pocket belonged to Mo.” 
 
    “There's no way the full test results are back yet,” I point out, looking over at Tom Milford again and seeing that he still seems unable to meet my gaze. “It'd take a day or two at least, and that's with a rush.” 
 
    “You're overthinking this,” Lenny replies. “The case is solved. I know there are some bows to be tied, and there's some paperwork to complete, but the case is basically done and dusted. Now, you might have some questions still, and I respect that. You're a smart man, Michael, and I feel like I can't and I shouldn't try to pull the wool over your eyes.” 
 
    He puts an arm around my shoulder and starts leading me away from the others. 
 
    “I want you to know,” he continues, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “that while you're doing all that paperwork, certain other matters will be taken care of in a more discreet manner.” 
 
    “What other matters?” I ask. 
 
    “I don't really want to spell it out for you.” 
 
    “I think maybe you're gonna have to.” 
 
    He sighs. “I'm going to deal with things, okay? And I promise you, hand on heart, that nothing like the Mo Garvey killing will ever, ever happen around here again. The person responsible will be dealt with, but it'll happen behind the scenes and in a manner that doesn't cause too much excitement in town.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask. “I thought you believed the drifter was...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I start to understand his inference, and after a moment I look over my shoulder. Doctor Milford and Matt Beamish and David Trelawney are watching me with stony faces, but then I see that Neil Bloom looks much more agitated, almost as if he's on the verge of tears. He lacks the composure of the others, and I swear I've never seen a more guilty-looking man in my whole life. He even seems to be muttering something under his breath as he keeps his eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “Did he kill Mo Garvey?” I ask, shocked as I turn to Lenny. “Did Neil Bloom -” 
 
    “Don't worry about that.” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean, don't worry about it?” I snap, pulling away from him. “I'm not helping you cover the truth up!” 
 
    “The truth isn't being covered up,” he replies, “it's just being dealt with in a different manner.” He sighs again. “Neil Bloom is a close personal friend and a business partner. He's a good guy, but he has a problem. Now, he's managed to keep that problem scrunched up inside all his life, but unfortunately he had a slip the other day and, well, the situation with Mo Garvey was the sad outcome. I'm not pretending for one moment that this isn't an awful situation, Mikey. Nobody's denying that it's wrong. I just think that we need to handle things in a way that doesn't excite tensions in our beautiful, peaceful little town. In a way that doesn't undermine the population's faith in humanity.” 
 
    “You're kidding, right?” I continue. “Lenny, tell me this is some kind of sick joke.” 
 
    “We handle things in our own way here in Railham, Michael,” he replies. “We always have and we always will. Neil's one of us. We're going to deal with this in-house, so to speak.” 
 
    Staring at him, I realize he's serious. After a moment I turn and look toward Neil, and I swear to God I want to march right over there, arrest that son of a bitch and take him to the station for questioning. Even as I look at him, he takes a step back, like a snake trying to slither to safety. The sight of him makes me sick. 
 
    “Don't!” Lenny hisses suddenly, grabbing my arm. 
 
    “Get off me,” I say firmly. 
 
    “You have your killer,” he continues, leaning closer to me. “Tomorrow you're gonna tell everyone in town that an unidentified drifter killed Mo Garvey.” 
 
    “The hell I am!” 
 
    “Meanwhile, Neil Bloom will have been dealt with.” 
 
    Turning back to him, I can see the concern in his eyes. 
 
    “Neil Bloom,” he says again, “will have been dealt with, Michael. By me. Tonight. In a manner that's better for everyone, and in a manner that won't cause more trouble than it heals.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” I ask. 
 
    “I'm suggesting that you do your job,” he continues, still holding my arm firmly, “and let me do mine. Now, I know you're not averse to bending the law, Michael. Parking tickets, people who've had too much to drink, good people who've made bad mistakes... You understand that sometimes the law is just a set of guidelines. One of the problems of the modern world is that people want to set rules for every eventuality. That's not how we do things in Railham.” 
 
    “He tortured and murdered a little girl!” 
 
    “And he won't get away with it,” Lenny replies. “Please, I'm asking you as a friend, let me deal with him. Let me tidy this mess up, and I assure you that nobody else has to get hurt. This is how Railham came to be such a happy little town. By keeping its dirty washing behind closed doors.” 
 
    He pauses for a moment, as if he's waiting for me to capitulate and agree to this insanity. After a moment, clearly realizing that I'm never going to do that, he sighs. 
 
    “Neil Bloom will not be a problem,” he continues, “not after tonight. I blame myself, I knew about his proclivities, but I thought I'd managed to set him straight. I thought he was confining himself to certain online activities. Photos, videos, stuff like that. I was wrong, and now I'm going to make up for that. Please, Michael, no good would come of letting all of this become common knowledge.” 
 
    “So you're just trying to save your own hide?” I ask, disgusted by his suggestion. 
 
    “I'm trying to do what's right for this town,” he continues. “Isn't that what you're trying to do as well, Michael? We're on the same side here and we're aiming for the same thing, we just have different ideas about how to do it. But if you ask me, we can come to a compromise. You want Mo Garvey's killer to face justice, and you want the town to be safe. Both those things are going to happen tonight. We just need to come to a common understanding about how they happen. We're on the same side, Michael.” 
 
    He pauses, as I turn and look back over at Neil Bloom. I swear, I can see fear in that lowlife bastard's eyes. 
 
    “For the good of our town,” Lenny whispers, “let me handle this my way.” 
 
    “This isn't just a traffic offense or a misdemeanor,” I sneer, sickened to my stomach by the sight of Neil. “He kidnapped, tortured, molested and then murdered an innocent girl.” 
 
    “And it won't happen again,” Lenny says firmly, as I turn back to him. “The question, Michael, is whether you want to tear this town apart with a lengthy investigation and trial, or whether you're willing to let me deal with the matter more quietly. The choice is yours, but I promise you, this isn't the first time I've dealt with difficult situations.” He pauses, before leaning closer to me. “Let me deal with Neil Bloom! Permanently. No drawn-out trial. No harrowing evidence presented in court. None of that. Just a clean end to the horror.” 
 
    “Lenny -” 
 
    “Meanwhile you get to be the man who tells everyone that they're safe,” he adds, placing his hand on my shoulder yet again. “Wouldn't that feel good, Michael? Wouldn't you like to be that man?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “See?” Louisa whispers as we stand in the doorway, watching Alex sleep. “Give her an hour or two and she'll be up, but right now she's out like a light. Do you want to go in and wake her up? I'm sure she'd be pleased to see you.” 
 
    I pause for a moment, before gently pulling the door shut and turning to her. 
 
    “No,” I say finally, with a sickening, queasy sensation in my gut. “Let her sleep.” 
 
    “I'm so glad this is all over,” she continues, putting her arms around my waist and holding me tight, resting her face against my chest. “I can't believe you managed to get the monster so quickly. I know a lot of luck must've come into it, but that's not important right now. What's important is that Alex and all the other little girls in Railham are safe.” 
 
    I want to reply, to tell her everything, but my throat is dry and somehow I can't get the words out. Instead, in my mind's eye I'm replaying the moment when I drove away from the makeshift roadblock, and the moment when Lenny winked at me. I can also see Neil Bloom's terrified face, and I have a horrible feeling that another body might show up in the morning. Either that, or there'll be no body at all. Maybe Neil will simply disappear. 
 
    “We are safe, aren't we?” Louisa asks. “Tell me everyone's safe again, Michael.” 
 
    “Everyone's safe again,” I whisper. 
 
    “Tell me Alex is safe.” 
 
    “Alex is safe.” 
 
    “Tell me nothing like this will ever happen again.” 
 
    “Nothing like -” 
 
    Before I can finish, she pulls me tighter and hugs me, and after a moment I realize she's gently sobbing. 
 
    “I was so scared,” she stammers, “and the thought of what happened to that poor girl... Thank God it's over.” 
 
    “It's over,” I whisper, before reaching past her and pushing the door open again, so that I can see Alex still fast asleep in her bed. “Everything's going to be fine.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    Startled, I immediately wipe my eyes against the sleeve of my shirt, and then I look away as Brad stops in the doorway. 
 
    “Are you okay in here?” he asks. “I didn't even know you were home. You've been so quiet.” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I stammer, desperately hoping that he won't realize I was crying. A moment later, however, he steps closer and comes around the chair, leaving me nowhere left to hide my face. I guess I should have known better than to think I could hide the truth. 
 
    “Alex, honey...” 
 
    “Nothing's wrong,” I continue, sniffing back more tears and wiping my eyes again. “Just ignore me. I'm being stupid.” 
 
    “What happened?” he asks, grabbing a box of tissues and passing them to me. 
 
    “It's just that I went into town for the first time,” I remind him, “and people were weird.” 
 
    “Did someone say something mean? Who?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Maybe it was the same asshole who broke our window! I'll go beat some sense into whoever gave you trouble.” 
 
    “No!” Grabbing his hand, I try to smile even though more tears are running down my cheeks. “Please, Brad, just let me deal with this. No-one was mean, it was just a few nasty glances, and I can handle those. I probably overreacted. I guess I just needed to get the first trip over with. Believe it or not, the name Michael Blaine isn't very popular in this -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a loud, heavy thud from upstairs. Looking up at the ceiling, I'm about to ask Brad what happened, but then the thud returns. This time it sounds as if someone is on the landing. I tell myself that I'm wrong, but then the thud comes again and now it's very clear that somebody is in one of the rooms above us. 
 
    “What the hell?” Brad mutters, hurrying through to the hallway. A moment later I hear him heading upstairs, and I wait as I hear his footsteps rushing into the main bedroom. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I shout, getting to my feet and heading to the doorway. I stop and listen, but all I hear is the sound of him hurrying from room to room. “Brad?” 
 
    “Is anyone here?” he yells upstairs. “I swear to God, if there's anyone hiding in my house, I will goddamn beat you to a pulp!” 
 
    “Brad!” I shout. “Calm down!” 
 
    “There's no-one here!” he calls back to me, “but you heard that, right? There's no way it was just the house settling!” 
 
    “Maybe a bird got in,” I suggest, although even as those words leave my mouth I already know that the suggestion is pretty dumb. 
 
    I wait, and I can still hear him checking the rooms. The rest of the house has fallen silent, however, and I'm starting to wonder whether the sound might actually have come from outside. Heading to the window, I peer out along the driveway, but all I see is the car resting in a patch of sunlight. There's no sign of any of the neighbors, and besides I swear the heavy thudding sound was accompanied by a faint vibration, almost as if the house itself shook. Whatever caused the sound, it was in here with us. 
 
    “Great,” I mutter under my breath, “that's just what I needed. The daughter of Michael Blaine comes to town and immediately -” 
 
    Suddenly I gasp as something bangs just behind me. As I turn, I see to my horror that the bookshelf is toppling over, and I watch as all the books spill out onto the floor. A couple of old glass bowls tumble from the top and smash as they hit the ground, leaving me staring in shock as I hear the sound of Brad racing down from the landing. 
 
    “Alex!” he yells. “What the hell's going on down there?” 
 
    Stopping in the doorway, he stares at the mess. 
 
    “It just fell,” I tell him, not daring to get too close. “I was over here and I heard a creaking sound, and then it just... I swear, it just fell all by itself.” 
 
    “Did you touch it?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    He steps closer, taking care not to tread on any of the books, and then he reaches down. 
 
    “Be careful!” I hiss. 
 
    Grabbing the top of the bookcase with both hands, he starts lifting it up from the floor, and I watch as he puts it back into place, albeit with all the books having tumbled off the shelves. He gives it a gentle shove, then another, before turning to me. 
 
    “The legs are slightly uneven,” he points out. “I guess it's not impossible that it could have fallen down without any help.” 
 
    “Suddenly?” I reply, still too scared to step away from the window. “Why would it stand there for days and days and then suddenly fall? That doesn't make any sense.” 
 
    “So what does make sense?” he asks. 
 
    “There were some heavy books at the top,” I point out. “Maybe it was top-heavy, and maybe it was gradually slipping until it just couldn't stay up any longer.” I finally step closer, although my heart is still pounding and I'm not quite convinced by my own explanation. “It has to be that,” I continue, “doesn't it?” 
 
    I can see that he's not entirely sure, but the last thing I want is to start talking about ghosts and ghouls and things that go bump in the night. I crouch down and start gathering up some of the books, some of which I remember from when I was a kid. Just as I'm about to start putting them on the shelves again, however, I notice one that I distinctly recall taking to school one day when I was very young, just before everything went to hell. The memory has popped into my head without warning, as if from nowhere, but it's now so crisp and fresh. 
 
    I've finally remembered something. 
 
    I know I shouldn't look, but I can't help opening the book to the first page, and sure enough I see my own handwriting from when I was seven years old. It's not easy to make out the words, but I find I remember them easily enough. 
 
    My daddy's a hero. 
 
    I remember we had to write a story about something that had happened to us during the past week. At the time, I thought my father was the bravest, most brilliant man alive, so I wrote a short story – just a few lines long – about how he'd solved a big case. The whole thing was remarkably naive, even for a seven-year-old, and I can't help shuddering as I look at the words I wrote all those years ago. It wasn't long after that day that I began to learn that my father was far from perfect, and frankly I find it hard to believe that I could ever have been so stupid. Even at seven years old, I should have been onto him. I should have sensed his evil. 
 
    Still, the odds of this particular book ending up in my hands must be slim. It's almost as if something wanted me to find it again. 
 
    “What've you got there?” Brad asks, already putting some of the other books back on the shelves. 
 
    “Nothing,” I reply, getting to my feet and hurrying to the door. “Back in a moment.” 
 
    Once I'm outside, I toss the book onto the barbecue and douse it with some of the liquid that's used to get a fire started, and then I light a match. As soon as I toss the match onto the book, the liquid ignites and the pages go up in flames, along with my childish, handwritten testament to my father's so-called bravery. I know it might be petty to do something like this, and I'm not exactly a fan of book-burning, but the last thing I want in the house is a reminder of the way I used to worship that man. 
 
    Then again, it wasn't just me. For a while, my father was the hero of Railham. He had us all fooled. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a name for the killer yet?” another reporter asks. 
 
    “I'm afraid not,” I reply, as more cameras flash all around me. I'm on the steps outside the station, and I swear this must be one of the largest crowds our sleepy little town has ever seen. Outside of the beer festival, anyway. “Preliminary DNA searches haven't given us a match,” I continue, “but we're working on that part of the investigation. If you guys could spread the photo far and wide, we'd sure appreciate that. Someone out there has to recognize his face.” 
 
    “But you're confident that he's the killer?” a different reporter asks. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I realize that I have no choice but to answer a direction question with a direct answer. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, trying to ignore the ripple of guilt in my chest. “We're very confident.” 
 
    “What about the circumstances surrounding his death?” a third reporter adds. “How exactly did he come to be hit by a car in the middle of town?” 
 
    “That's another part of the story that we're still trying to figure out,” I explain. “We -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot Lenny standing at the back of the crowd, watching me with a faint smile. For a moment, I feel as if he's almost proud of me for these lies, and I start to feel nauseous. A few seconds later, however, I spot Louisa, and I realize that I have to keep going. I've chosen my course now, and everybody here is relying on me. 
 
    “As I explained at the start,” I continue, “we still have some way to go in this investigation. But I called you here today so that you can start getting the word out. It's safe for the people of Railham to let their kids play outside again.” I take a deep breath, but I feel like I need to add something else, something that'll really ram home the point. “It's safe,” I stammer finally. “All safe. Everyone's safe.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “My daddy's a hero!” Alex shouts excitedly. “My daddy's a hero!” 
 
    “Hey, not so loud,” I reply, but she's already rushing over to another of her friends from school. 
 
    “My daddy's a hero!” she continues with a huge grin. “Did you hear? My daddy caught a bad guy and now everyone's safe because of my daddy! That means he's a hero!” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell her that it's not quite like that, but then I feel somebody nudging my arm and I turn to find that Louisa has come over with some water. 
 
    “Let her be proud of you,” she says, handing me a glass and kissing the side of my face. “We're both proud of you. I wish this whole awful thing had never happened, but at least it's over now. Imagine if that monster was still at large.” She shudders. “No, wait. Don't imagine that. It's too horrible to even think about.” 
 
    Forcing a smile, I try to focus on her words, even though I still feel as if I did the wrong thing. At the same time, as reporters file their stories all around us, I can feel the mood already shifting in town. There's a palpable sense of relief that the nightmare is over, and I've heard several people today admit that they're relieved the perpetrator wasn't someone local, that evil didn't blossom right here in our midst. Railham has always been a happy, confident town, and it's those qualities that seem to have rebounded this morning now that the news is out. I still can't bring myself to believe that Lenny's methods were correct, but at least I can't argue with the outcome. 
 
    I just have to live with my decision. 
 
    “What's wrong?” Louisa asks. 
 
    I turn to her. “Nothing.” 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes. You're still worried about something.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “What is it, Mike?” 
 
    “I'm just thinking about this afternoon,” I tell her, even though it's sort of a lie, at least by omission. “I still have a lot of work to do, so just look after Alex, okay?” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Don't bug me!” 
 
    Pulling away before she can ask more questions, I start making my way through the crowd. All around me, people are congratulating me on my work, and thanking me for making sure that our little town is safe again. Each smiling face, however, just seems to offer an even deeper reminder of the doubts that are knitting together in my chest. I want to stop and shout out the truth, to tell them that Neil Bloom was the killer and that he was essentially taken out into the forest and dealt with like a dangerous animal. I want to tell them that justice took a dark course. By the time I reach the station and head inside, my heart is pounding and I feel as if I'm about to explode. 
 
    Stopping at my desk, I lean down for a moment and try to pull my thoughts together. I can still hear the crowd outside, and it's almost as if today is turning into a kind of celebration. And then, as the sense of panic continues to grow, I realize that I should go back out and apologize to Louisa for snapping. 
 
    “I have some questions,” a voice says suddenly. 
 
    I turn and find that Harry is standing in the doorway. Immediately, I realize there's a shade of concern in his eyes. Doubt, even. 
 
    “Don't you want to get out there and join the party?” I ask, although the words sound so hollow as they leave my mouth. 
 
    “I've been checking reports from other parts of the county,” he continues, stepping closer. He's holding a folder in his hands, and I get the feeling that he's found something he doesn't like. “I just had a hunch and, well...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “Spit it out,” I tell him. 
 
    “I don't want to cause trouble.” 
 
    “What have you got there, Harry?” 
 
    “It's probably nothing,” he adds as he reaches me, “but -” 
 
    “Dammit!” I hiss, snatching the folder from him and setting it down, before opening it and finding several print-outs that seem to have been sourced from a surveillance camera. “What's all this crap, anyway?” 
 
    “It's from a camera outside a pharmacy in Dudley,” he explains, and now there's a hint of fear in his voice. “It's a little family-run place, a real Mom and Pop store and... Well, I guess that's not important. But there was a robbery two days ago, or an attempted robbery. Nobody got hurt and nothing much was stolen, but if you look at one of the pictures later on in that set of papers, you'll see -” 
 
    “I can turn a goddamn page for myself!” I snap, pushing his hand away and flicking through the print-outs, only stopping when I see a familiar face staring out from one of the grainy images. 
 
    It's him. 
 
    It's the drifter, the guy who was hit by Matt Beamish's car. It's the guy who, even now, is believed by everyone else to have killed Mo Garvey. 
 
    As I stare at the image, I can still hear the gathered crowd outside. 
 
    “I'm not saying you've got things wrong,” Harry continues cautiously, “but I've kind of been thinking, and the way it seems to me is that this guy was pretty definitely in Dudley on that night. And if that's the case, then how could he also have been here when little Mo was kidnapped? The time-lines don't match at all.” 
 
    Still staring at the image, I see that the date and time are very clear. 
 
    Harry's right. 
 
    “I wondered whether he could've driven,” he continues, “and maybe sped here, but even then, it doesn't seem likely that he could've made it. Which really leaves two other possibilities. One is that he had someone with him, like an accomplice. And the other is that... Well, I know this sounds crazy, but I'm starting to wonder whether maybe this guy didn't kill Mo after all. Maybe it was someone else.” 
 
    We stand in silence, as voices continue to laugh outside. I want to speak, to tell Harry that he's wrong, but I can't get the words out. 
 
    “So I figured,” he adds finally, “that I should bring it to you and then you'd tell me why I've got my facts all muddled up. I mean, this guy was the killer, wasn't he? You seemed so sure.” 
 
    Turning to him, I realize that he's desperately waiting for me to put him straight, to calm his fears and tell him to stop worrying. 
 
    “Leave it with me,” I say after a moment, as I close the folder to hide the man's face. “I'll look into it.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Just leave it with me, Harry!” 
 
    He hesitates, before taking a step back and nodding. 
 
    “Like I said,” he continues, “it was just a hunch. I thought I should bring it to you. 'Cause you're the boss and all.” 
 
    “You did the right thing.” 
 
    “I'm sure it's nothing.” 
 
    “I'll look into it, Harry. I promise.” 
 
    “I'm probably just wrong again. You know what I'm like, I always -” 
 
    “I said I'll look into it!” I snap, momentarily losing my temper. Turning to him, I immediately see the shock in his eyes. “Just get back out there,” I continue. “I'll look into this new evidence you've brought me, and then I'll decide whether it merits further investigation. Until then, I need you to go back outside and talk to people. Tell them everything's okay. Tell them they can sleep without fear.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    He mutters something else under his breath, probably just another apology, as he turns and heads to the door. 
 
    “And Harry?” 
 
    He glances back toward me. 
 
    “Don't mention this to anyone else,” I add, holding the folder up for him to see. “Not yet. Like you said, it's probably nothing, bet me look into it first.” 
 
    “You're the boss, boss,” he replies, before hurrying outside. 
 
    I should go and join him, but for a moment I simply stand in the gloomy office, listening to the sound of distant laughter. Finally, opening the folder and flicking through to the print-out showing the man's face, I stare down at the image that proves he couldn't possibly have been Mo Garvey's killer. There's no wriggle-room, there's no possibility of an error. This simple piece of paper proves beyond all doubt that we've pinned the blame on the wrong guy. I knew that already, of course, but I still feel a tightening sense of dread in my chest as I realize that there's actual proof of the fact. 
 
    And then I close the folder and slip in into my desk drawer, and then I head back outside, where people immediately start congratulating me again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “God, do you remember that bear I had?” Sabrina asks, before taking another sip of white wine. “My parents' dog used to carry him around for me, and the poor bear ended up covered in slobber! And then it kind of dried and went all crispy, and kinda moldy, but I wouldn't let my parents wash it. Gross, huh?” 
 
    “That rings a bell,” I reply, smiling for the first time in a few days. 
 
    “And do you remember the woman who used to live opposite my house?” she continues, having peppered me with questions over the past twenty minutes and showing no sign of stopping just yet. “Do you remember how she'd always scowl at us whenever we played outside? And she was always at that window, like she had nothing better to do with her time than stare out at the street and get annoyed whenever anyone else was having fun. I mean, what kind of person is like that?” 
 
    “I'm not sure that I -” 
 
    “Oh, and do you remember her husband?” She nudges my arm. “God, you have to remember him. He was such a weirdo. Like, he had properly shifty eyes and he always looked like he was up to something.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I reply, “I don't...” 
 
    My voice trails off. 
 
    “I don't really remember very much of that,” I say finally. “I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Of course,” she says, clearly feeling uncomfortable, “it's totally my fault. I forgot about your memory thing.” She pauses for a moment, eyeing me carefully, and I can tell that she wants to ask me something specific. “So do you really not remember very much from those days at all?” 
 
    “I remember you.” 
 
    “Of course, because I'm fabulous. But what about the rest of it?” 
 
    “My therapist thinks I suffer from elective amnesia,” I reply cautiously. I knew this topic would come up eventually, and I guess it's better to get the whole thing out of the way fairly early in the evening. “I remember some things, but a lot is hidden behind this kind of fog. I have very few clear memories from before I was seven years old. Before that, it's just a few impressions and images. I remember people and places pretty well, but not so many actual events. I was kind of hoping to get some memories back after I moved here, but so far not much is budging.” 
 
    I force a nervous smile before taking a sip of water. I thought coming to meet an old friend would help, even if I barely remember Sabrina at all. I thought maybe she'd jog some memories. Then again, lately I've been wrong about a whole lot of things. 
 
    “It's so good to see you again, Alex,” she says after a moment, reaching over suddenly and touching my hand. “It's so weird how we were pretty much best friends back then, but then we lost touch for so many years. Then again, I can't blame your grandparents for wanting to keep you well away from anything that might have reminded you of Railham. Trust me, you haven't really missed much. The place is still a dusty old town filled with dusty old people getting on with their dusty old lives. It's like they all enjoy being bored.” 
 
    “There's something to be said for living a normal life,” I point out. “It doesn't seem so bad.” 
 
    “Not for you. You got out. I've been here the whole time.” She takes another, bigger sip of wine, and now her glass is down to half-full only a few minutes after it was last refilled. “I know you don't like talking about your father,” she continues finally, “and I totally respect that, but I just want you to know that I always thought he was a decent guy. I know he went crazy at the end, but before that he was real good at his job. I was totally shocked when it came out about how he'd killed those people, and how he'd murdered little Mo. I guess his mind must've, like, split into two separate parts. Maybe the good side of him didn't even know what the bad side of him was doing.” 
 
    “Sure,” I reply, trying not to let her see that even the mention of my father makes me feel sick to my stomach. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I saw her once, you know,” she adds. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mo. Little Mo Garvey.” 
 
    “She wasn't that much older than us,” I point out. 
 
    “I'm not talking about when she was alive.” She pauses, keeping her eyes fixed on me. “This is going to sound totally sick, but when I was about fifteen or sixteen, some friends and I used to sometimes go out to this old cabin, way out of town. We used to go and do all the usual stuff kids do at that age. We smoked, we drank, we fooled around sometimes. And 'cause we were total dorks, we sometimes used to shout Mo's name in case... Well, we were young. You know what it's like.” 
 
    I nod, even though I'm not sure what it's like at all. My childhood, after leaving Railham, was kind of sheltered. My grandparents kept a tight leash on me at all times, and I was fine with that. I wanted to feel safe. 
 
    “One night we were out there at the cabin,” she continues, “and then Mark, this guy I was dating, said we should all go to the river. I didn't really want to, but I went along with them anyway. And as we got to the bottom of the hill, I just happened to glance back up at the cabin, toward the spot where we'd been hanging out a few minutes earlier.” She leans closer, her eyes widening as if she thinks she's about to tell me the most amazing, shocking story ever. “I saw the silhouette of a little girl in the doorway. It was as clear as I'm seeing you now. Mo Garvey was there, she must have been there the whole time we were in the cabin, but we hadn't been able to see her. But I could see her then, at that moment, when I looked back. And that was the last time I ever went near that cabin, because I do not want to see that kid again, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    I want to tell her that she must have been mistaken, and that I've avoided getting into the details of the Mo Garvey case, but I'm worried that I might just make her feel awkward. Or, worse, I might end up prompting her to start explaining the whole thing to me, which is the last thing I need. I just want a normal night out with an old friend, and I want to minimize the chat about evil parents and dead children. 
 
    “It's complicated,” is all I manage to say finally, hoping to draw a line under the topic. “I guess a lot of water has passed under the bridge since then.” 
 
    “I didn't believe in ghosts until that moment,” she continues, clearly not getting the message. “I always thought the whole idea was a load of bull, but seeing her that night made me do a complete one-eighty. I guess it stands to reason that she might still be looking for some kind of closure. The poor thing died in such -” 
 
    “Maybe we should change the subject,” I tell her, forcing a smile but not quite succeeding. “Sorry, I just prefer to look to the future, rather than thinking about the past all the time.” 
 
    “Totally!” she replies. “You're right, what was I thinking? The last thing you want is to have the past dredged up like this, especially when it's linked to your father and...” 
 
    She pauses, before finishing her wine and immediately taking the bottle so she can refill her glass. 
 
    “God, I know how to put my foot in it, don't I?” she adds with a nervous smile. “Classic Sabrina. I'm about as subtle as a sledgehammer in a china shop.” 
 
    “It's fine,” I reply, taking a tiny sip from what is, in fact, still my first glass of wine. There's a strange churning sensation in my belly, one that I'm not sure can be entirely explained by nerves. After a moment, I hold the glass out toward her. “Let's drink a toast. To the future!” 
 
    “To the future!” 
 
    We clink glasses and drink, although I can tell that a couple of people on the other side of the bar are watching me. Still, if that's all they've got to do with their time, then I guess that's their problem. I'm not going to let this town drag me down, not anymore. 
 
    Turning to look out the window for a moment, I feel genuinely hopeful. 
 
    To the future. 
 
    And then I blink, and everything changes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Daddy, can you come and look in my room?” 
 
    Startled, I look up from the papers on the kitchen table and see that Alex is standing in the doorway. I quickly grab an old folder and open it out, using it to cover some of the photos from Mo Garvey's autopsy. The last thing I want is for Alex to see anything so gruesome. 
 
    “Are you still up?” I ask, trying to act casual. “Weren't you supposed to be brushing your teeth before bed?” 
 
    “Mommy said I could come downstairs and say goodnight again.” 
 
    “You already said goodnight to me a few minutes ago.” 
 
    She pauses, before nodding. “I wanted to do it again.” 
 
    “Why's that?” I ask. 
 
    She pauses again, and then she starts shuffling across the room. Before I have a chance to ask if she's okay, she stops next to my chair and puts her arms around me. I wait for her to say something, but she seems to just want a hug, and for some reason she's showing no sign of letting go. 
 
    And then I see him. 
 
    Neil Bloom, staring at me through the window. His dead face looks so haggard in the low light, but for a fraction of a second he's right there, until he seems to take a step back and finally he's gone. I watch for a moment longer, feeling a flicker of panic, before realizing that the last thing I need right now is to start seeing ghosts. 
 
    “Mommy doesn't believe me,” Alex whispers suddenly. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “There's someone in my room.” 
 
    A shiver immediately runs through my chest. “What do you mean by that, honey?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “There's a little girl in my room.” 
 
    “Of course there's a little girl in your room,” I tell her, hoping against hope that she's just being silly, that she's just being a normal kid. “There's supposed to be. It's you.” 
 
    “No,” she whispers, sounding very serious and also a little scared, still hugging me tight and resting her head on my shoulder. “There's someone else in there. I don't like her. Can you make her leave?” 
 
    “Alex, I'm sure there's no-one else in your room.” 
 
    “I told Mommy, and she said I was making things up. She didn't take me seriously, but I thought that maybe you'd believe me, because you know the girl.” 
 
    “I know her?” I pause, still trying to convince myself that this is just some dumb, childish game. “You've lost me, honey. I don't know what you're talking about, and I certainly don't know any other little girls who might be in your room.” 
 
    “You don't?” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Oh.” She pauses. “I thought you did. She knows you.” 
 
    I pull back and look into her eyes. She looks very serious, and she's furrowing her brow slightly, and I can tell that she means every word she's been saying. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “She watches you when you walk past my door,” she continues, very matter-of-factly. “I think sometimes she tries to say your name, but she can't talk properly. I don't like her voice. All this black stuff comes out of her mouth, and it's almost like she's growling. She doesn't call you Daddy. She's trying to say Michael.” 
 
    “That's not possible,” I reply, forcing a smile. “You've just had a bad dream, Alex. That's all.” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “Sometimes it's hard to tell the difference,” I continue. “You're just confused and -” 
 
    “No!” she says firmly, with a hint of a whine in her voice and perhaps even tears in her eyes. At the same time, she stomps her right foot against the floor, as if her exasperation is in danger of overflowing. “Daddy, there's a little girl in my room, in the corner! I want you to make her go away before I get into bed!” 
 
    “Alex,” I sigh, “why would there be another little girl in your room?” 
 
    “I don't know, but there is!” She stomps her foot again as a tear runs down her cheek, and now it's clear that her sense of frustration is growing. “Daddy, I can't sleep if she's there! You have to come and make her leave me alone!” 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    And then I hear a creaking sound from upstairs, from Alex's room. I look up at the ceiling, but I know full well that there's a loose floorboard next to Alex's bed. Louisa is in the bathroom, so there shouldn't be anyone else in the house. A moment later, just as I'm about to tell Alex to stop worrying, I hear the creaking sound again. 
 
    “I told you!” Alex whispers, her voice tense with fear. “There's another little girl in my room.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That's really creepy,” Louisa whispers as she turns to me, after switching off the bedside lamp. “Like, she actually thought there was someone in her bedroom?” 
 
    “I took her up and she admitted she couldn't see anyone anymore,” I reply, staring up at the dark ceiling. “It's fine. I dealt with it.” 
 
    “Do you think she's overheard people talking about Mo Garvey?” 
 
    The mention of that name sends a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “I'm sure it's nothing,” I mutter. 
 
    “What if she's traumatized? Mike, maybe we should take her to see a therapist. Just to be sure.” 
 
    “Our daughter does not need to get her head examined.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “She's fine!” I continue, turning to her. “Seriously, let's just try to avoid turning this into a big thing. All kids get weird ideas in their heads, it doesn't mean anything's wrong with her. I'm not going to be one of those parents who takes a perfectly normal kid and messes her up by getting her analyzed all the time. That'd just be setting her up for a lifetime of therapy bills.” Pausing, I can't help realizing that I've allowed myself to become a little agitated. “I'm tired,” I continue, “and -” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Suddenly sounding worried, Louisa looks toward the bedroom door. 
 
    “Did you hear something?” she asks after a moment, sitting up straight. 
 
    “Not you too,” I sigh. 
 
    “I thought I heard footsteps on the stairs.” 
 
    “You didn't hear footsteps on the stairs.” 
 
    “I swear I heard someone!” 
 
    Looking at the door, which we left slightly open in case Alex called for us, I see nothing except the dark hallway. I listen for a moment, but the house is completely silent and I'm starting to think that my daughter's paranoia must have been contagious. When I turn back to Louisa, however, I swear she looks a little scared as she continues to stare across the room. 
 
    “There's nothing there,” I tell her. 
 
    I wait for her to admit as much, for her to laugh at her own nervousness, but instead she continues to look toward the open door. As the seconds tick past, I'm starting to feel more and more frustrated that she and Alex are managing – between them – to make me feel deeply uncomfortable in my own home. I want to tell Louisa to stop overreacting and to calm down, but at the same time I'm worried that by doing so I'd only end up feeding into the madness. The more I protest, the more she'll insist that something's wrong. 
 
    Finally, thankfully, she leans back down. 
 
    “Sorry,” she says with a sigh, “I think it's all the craziness getting to me. You can understand that, right?” 
 
    I watch the doorway for a moment longer, before turning to her. 
 
    “Louisa, I just -” 
 
    Suddenly I freeze. Out of the corner of my eye, I just saw something move past the bedroom door, heading toward the stairs. 
 
    My mind is racing and I'm already telling myself that I have to be wrong, but in my mind's eye I'm replaying the sight over and over again. 
 
    “Honey?” Louisa says, reaching out and placing a hand on my arm. “What's up?” 
 
    I turn to her for a moment, before turning and looking over at the door. There's no sign of anyone now, but I swear that just a moment ago I saw Alex being led along the landing by another little girl. 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    Clambering out of bed, I hurry across the room. There's no sign of anyone on the landing, so as I head to Alex's door I'm already starting to convince myself that I was wrong, that I let Louisa's fears influence my thoughts. And then, as I reach the door and look into the next room, I see that Alex's sheets are on the floor, and that her bed is empty. 
 
    “Alex!” I yell, turning and running to the stairs, then clattering down two-at-a-time until I reach the hallway. “Alex, where are you?” 
 
    The front door is still locked, so I race to the kitchen. A cold breeze immediately rushes past me, and I see to my horror that Alex is standing alone on the porch, still holding her hand out as if she was led this far. 
 
    “Alex!” 
 
    I run out and grab her, hauling her up into my arms. As I turn her around and look at her face, I see that her eyes are only just starting to blink open, as if she was sleep-walking. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I stammer. “Alex, what -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I feel her right hand brush against my arm, and I realize that her fingers are icy cold. 
 
    “Daddy?” she whispers sleepily. “What's wrong? Why am I outside?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Alex! Alex, wait!” 
 
    Opening my eyes, I suddenly feel very dizzy. I take a step back, bumping against something next to my leg, and then I turn to find that I'm outside in pitch darkness. There are lights in the distance, but when I look down I'm surprised to see an old, cracked gravestone. 
 
    “Alex!” 
 
    I turn again, just as Brad reaches me. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how worried I've been?” he continues, stopping next to me and leaning over for a moment to get his breath back. “I almost called the cops! What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Looking around, I realize that I'm in the cemetery over on the far side of town. A cold breeze ruffles my night shirt, and I realize that I seem to be dressed for bed. The last thing I remember is being in the wine bar with Sabrina, trying not to make it too obvious that I wasn't drinking much, and then... 
 
    And then what? 
 
    Feeling something damp against my feet, I glance down and see that I'm not wearing any socks or shoes. 
 
    “You must be freezing,” Brad continues, taking off his jacket and placing it over my shoulders. “So what is this, huh? Have you decided to take up sleepwalking?” 
 
    “I don't sleepwalk,” I reply, before remembering the other incident a few nights ago, when I ended up outside the bedroom. 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    “I don't sleepwalk!” I tell him, trying but failing to keep from sounding annoyed. 
 
    “Then why didn't you react when I was calling your name?” 
 
    “Where's Sabrina?” 
 
    “Sabrina?” 
 
    “I was at the bar with Sabrina.” 
 
    “Honey, that was hours ago.” He checks his watch. “It's five in the morning. You got back from the wine bar around midnight and came to bed. Then I woke up and you were gone.” 
 
    “No,” I reply, convinced that somehow he has to be wrong. “I'd remember that.” 
 
    “How much wine did you have again?” 
 
    “Almost nothing,” I mutter, taking a step back before bumping against another gravestone. “About two sips. Sabrina made fun of me for that.” 
 
    Turning, I look around and see hundreds of other stones, and I can't deny that somehow I've ended up in the cemetery several miles from our house. For a few seconds, I genuinely can't work out what's happening, even if I'm certain that there has to be a rational explanation. And then, glancing into the distance, I spot the farthest end of the cemetery. Somewhere up there, my father's body is resting in an unmarked grave while his soul burns in hell. 
 
    “Alex,” Brad says suddenly, sounding worried, “is this why you came here?” 
 
    Turning, I see that he's looking at one particular gravestone. When I follow his gaze, I see a familiar name inscribed: 
 
      
 
    Maureen 'Mo' Garvey 
 
    Beloved daughter 
 
    September 1st 1990 to August 23rd 1997 
 
    Gone to play with the angels 
 
      
 
    I read the inscription a couple more times, and I have to admit that the name Mo Garvey sends a shiver up my spine. I know there's no way I'd have wandered all the way out here, just to look at this particular grave, but at the same time I can't deny that this is where I'm standing. It's almost as if somebody led me here. 
 
    “Honey,” Brad says cautiously, “do you want to talk about this?” 
 
    I stare at the stone for a moment longer before turning to him. 
 
    “About what?” I ask. 
 
    “About this,” he continues, with a hint of exasperation. “About all the stuff you've insisted you don't want to talk about ever since we came to Railham.” 
 
    “I don't want to talk about any of it.” 
 
    “Sure. You keep saying that. And then you show up a couple of miles from our house, standing next to Mo Garvey's grave. Do you not think that maybe your subconscious mind has different ideas?” 
 
    “It's just a coincidence,” I stammer, although I know full well that those words are utterly ridiculous. “It doesn't mean anything.” 
 
    “I'm worried about you, Alex.” 
 
    “There's no need.” 
 
    “You don't even remember coming out here, do you?” 
 
    “Obviously I just...” 
 
    My voice trails off, and once again I can't help staring at the gravestone. I know what my father did to Mo Garvey, but it's still humbling to be standing here now, seeing her actual grave for the first time. 
 
    “I know what you're thinking,” I say finally, turning to Brad, “but this isn't some kind of cry for help, and I didn't come back to Railham because I secretly wanted to dig into my father's story. When I told you I wanted to come so I could get on with my life, I meant every word. So please, please don't read too much into the fact that I wandered out here tonight. It won't happen again.” 
 
    I wait for him to reply, but he's eyeing me with a skeptical expression. 
 
    “Did you bring the car,” I add, “or do we have to walk home?” 
 
    As I say those words, I spot his car parked at the side of the road, so I step past him and start making my way along the path that winds between the graves. 
 
    “I'm cold,” I tell him, “and I have my first day at work tomorrow, and -” 
 
    “Who were you talking to?” 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “When I arrived just now,” he continues, “I saw you in the distance and you were talking to someone. Then I called out your name again and you finally snapped out of your daze and acknowledged me, but until that moment you were definitely talking to someone. I didn't see them, but you seemed convinced that someone was here with you.” 
 
    “I was not!” 
 
    “You were, Alex. I swear to God, I wouldn't lie about something like this.” 
 
    I try to think back, but the first thing I remember about being in this cemetery is the moment when I heard Brad calling my name. Feeling a shiver pass through my chest, I look around, but of course there's no sign of anyone else nearby. No-one's standing near any of the other graves, and no-one's watching us from the far end of the cemetery. Finally, I turn back to Brad. 
 
    “You know what?” I tell him. “I lied. I had more than a glass of wine. I think I had, like, five or six. So there you go, I'm a little tipsy. So can we please go home?” 
 
    I can tell that he doesn't believe me, that he knows I'm just pretending I got drunk, but instead of challenging me he sighs and joins me on the walk back along the path. We drive home in silence, although I can't help thinking back to the sight of Mo Garvey's grave. I might not want to admit this to Brad, but I'm starting to worry that my subconscious mind really is trying to dredge up some memories about my father. I won't surrender to that, though. I'll fight it every step of the way. Remembering my childhood doesn't mean remembering my father. I can pick and choose. 
 
    And then, as we pull up outside the house, I see to my horror that someone has spray-painted a message on our front door. 
 
    “Alex Blaine get out of Railham,” I read, before opening the passenger-side door and stepping out of the car. “Subtle.” 
 
    “I'll clean it off in the morning,” Brad says, sounding tired. “I'll -” 
 
    “Go to hell!” I shout, looking around at the darkness. “I know you can hear me! Whoever you are, either come and say these things to my face, or go to hell and rot!” 
 
    “Alex, stop!” Brad hisses. 
 
    “I mean it!” I sob, as tears start streaming down my face. Lights flicker on in some of the nearby houses. “I won't be bullied by some anonymous coward! People can say what they want to my face, but I will not be chased out of my own hometown!” 
 
    “Alex -” 
 
    As soon as he touches my shoulder, I turn and put my arms around him, and for a moment I feel as if I'm about to burst into tears all over again. Somehow, however, I manage to hold back, and slowly a sense of realization starts creeping into my thoughts. If people are going to attack me because of who my father was, then maybe I need to make sure I can defend myself. For that to happen, however, I'm going to have to do the one thing I swore I'd avoid at all costs. I'm going to have to accept that his history is part of my history. And maybe that means going to see the one living person I've been avoiding for so long. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Brad asks as I pull away from him and head toward the garage. 
 
    “Where do you think?” I ask, glancing toward the painted message on the door. “I need soap, hot water and a bucket.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    The band strikes up another tune in the middle of the town square, as flags flutter in a morning breeze. Standing outside the station, watching the annual Railham festival kicking into gear, I can't help wondering whether things might finally be getting back to normal. 
 
    “Alex is playing with some friends,” Louisa says as she comes over to join me. “She seems fine. I don't think that spot of sleepwalking did her any lasting harm.” 
 
    I watch the growing crowd for a moment longer, before feeling her nudge my arm. 
 
    “What's the matter, Mr. Grumpy?” she asks with a smile. “Still not feeling the party spirit?” 
 
    “Technically I'm on duty,” I point out. 
 
    “Then technically,” she replies, “I shouldn't distract you.” 
 
    With that, she leans closer and kisses me on the cheek. 
 
    “We're getting back to normal, aren't we?” she whispers. “Please, Mike, tell me we're getting back to normal.” 
 
    I hesitate for a moment, before nodding. 
 
    “Do you promise?” she asks. 
 
    “I can't deny what's right in front of me,” I reply, still watching the sun-drenched scene. People seem really happy, as if the horror of the past week has finally given way to a palpable sense of relief. There's a part of me that wants to run out there and scream at them, but there's another part that thinks maybe they've got things right after all. 
 
    Maybe it's time we started looking to the future. Maybe nobody needs to know the truth, so long as life is good again. 
 
    “Everything's going to be fine,” I hear myself saying, almost on autopilot. Reaching over to Louisa, I put an arm around her waist and feel myself starting to relax. 
 
    “Boss, are you there?” Harry's voice crackles suddenly over my radio. 
 
    I take the radio from my chest. “I'm here, Harry. What's up?” 
 
    “You'd better get out to the forest,” he replies. “We're near Chesil Point. And tell Doc Milton to come too. We've got another body.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “She died alone,” Harry says as he watches the dead woman being loaded into an ambulance. “That always seems like the saddest way to go. At least she probably didn't know what was happening. Doc Milford reckons she must've passed out after drinking another bottle of gin. I guess no-one could have helped her. We're just lucky there was no other traffic around at the time.” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but instead all I can manage is to stare at the ambulance as its doors are slammed shut. Rosemary Loach was a fixture in this town, and she was still popular despite her well-chronicled and very open struggle with alcohol. I guess I always thought she'd pull through and be okay, but there's no chance of that happening now. Not after her car veered off the road at the edge of town and slammed head-first into a tree. 
 
    On way out here, I assumed it was Neil Bloom's body that had turned up. I was wrong. 
 
    “At least this one'll be an easy case,” Harry continues dolefully. “I just wish someone could have done something to look after her. I know she didn't have any family, but she still -” 
 
    “No-one could have stopped this,” I reply, interrupting him as the ambulance starts driving away. “She made her own decisions.” 
 
    My voice trails off as I remember my most recent encounter with Rosemary. Loach. She was drunk, as usual, and she was driving erratically – again, as usual. I've lost track of the number of times I had to take her car keys away, but I always gave them back once she was sober. I always believed her when she said she'd be fine, and when she told me I was fussing over nothing, and to be fair she never hurt anyone. I guess I got suckered into thinking that somehow she'd manage to look after herself and that she'd be able to avoid disaster. 
 
    “Kinda of puts a downer on the festival, huh?” Harry points out. 
 
    “Let's not tell people just yet,” I reply. “Let them have a fun day first.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Trust me,” I add, patting him on the shoulder before turning to head back to my patrol car. “Today's the last day people want to be hearing bad news.” 
 
    “What about the Mo Garvey case?” he asks. 
 
    I glance back at him. 
 
    “Did you look at the folder I gave you?” he continues, and now his voice is trembling slightly. “I mean, did you get a chance to consider whether...” 
 
    I wait for him to continue, but deep down I know exactly what he's suggesting. 
 
    “The time-stamps on the pictures were off,” I tell him, hoping to shut down any more questions. “As far as I can tell, that drifter could have robbed the pharmacy and then made it to Railham in time to abduct Mo Garvey.” I pause for a moment, and I can see the doubt in his eyes, almost as if he's not sure whether to believe what I'm telling him. “You did a fine job, Harry,” I continue. “It's good to ask questions. The pharmacy incident was worth bringing to my attention, so thank you for that.” 
 
    “Right,” he replies, “but...” 
 
    His voice trails off. Harry has never really stood his ground on anything before, so I'm confident he'll buckle. Still, for a few seconds, it's almost as if he's going to challenge me. 
 
    “I guess that's that, then,” he says finally. “I should get back to the wreck and finish up a few things.” 
 
    “You should,” I tell him. “And then I'll see you back in town, at the festival.” 
 
    He mutters something under his breath as he turns and heads over to the smashed car. I want to call out to him, to tell him again that he was right to ask questions, but I don't really like the thought of having to lie to him again. I used my authority to shut him down, and that leaves a bad taste in my mouth. 
 
    Figuring that there's nothing more for me to do here, I make my way back to my vehicle. Today isn't the day for digging into the past. Today, the whole town has to start looking toward the future. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Daddy, try again!” 
 
    “Alex...” 
 
    “You have to!” 
 
    Realizing that she isn't going to stop until I've bobbed for another apple, I lean down and have another shot. This time I keep my face underwater for a little longer, before finally standing up straight with an apple clenched between my teeth. 
 
    Alex giggles, as if it's the funniest thing she's ever seen. 
 
    “Again!” she yells, clapping her hands together. 
 
    I can't help sighing. 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    As I wipe water from my face, I drop the apple into my hand. Just as I'm about to tell Alex that I'll try bobbing one more time, however, I spot a familiar face in the distance, far back in the crowd. 
 
    My blood immediately starts to run cold. 
 
    Neil Bloom. 
 
    And then, before I have time to react, he slips out of view. 
 
    “Come on!” Alex squeals excitedly. “Again, Daddy! Again!” 
 
    I keep watching the crowd, searching for another sight of Neil's face even though I know deep down that he can't be here. He's been dead for several days now, ever since he was taken away into the forest at night, but I swear I saw him staring straight at me just a moment ago. 
 
    “Daddy!” Alex shouts, grabbing my arm. “Again!” 
 
    “Wait,” I whisper, but there's no sign of Neil and I'm starting to think that maybe I was just hallucinating for a moment. After all, that's the only possible explanation. 
 
    “You're doing it again,” Louisa whispers. 
 
    I turn to her. “Doing what?” 
 
    “Looking flustered and panicked.” She raises an eyebrow. “Like there's something on your mind.” 
 
    “It's nothing,” I reply, taking one more look at the crowd, “I just -” 
 
    Suddenly I stop as I see him again. 
 
    He's already out of sight before I can react, but a moment later he reappears and I feel a sliver of ice in my chest as I realize that Neil Bloom is here, slinking about in the mid-morning sunlight as if he doesn't have a fear in the world. I watch him for a moment, convinced that he has to be a hallucination, but slowly a creeping sense of realization starts to rise through my chest. He briefly reappears and glances straight at me, and I feel a sudden weight in my chest as I realize that I'm looking at a dead man. 
 
    A ghost. 
 
    “Wait right here,” I tell Louisa, before hurrying off. I force my way through the crowd, trying to be polite to all the well-wishers, but up ahead Neil is already out of view. 
 
    Ghosts aren't real. 
 
    That's what I keep telling myself. 
 
    At the same time, he keeps briefly popping back into view at the rear of the crowd, and each time he's looking directly at me. It's almost as if he's come to haunt the town. 
 
    Or to haunt me. 
 
    “Michael!” says Diane Milford, Tom's wife, as she hurries toward me with a smile. “The hero of the hour! How wonderful to -” 
 
    “Not now!” I hiss, pushing past her with such force that I almost knock her off her feet. “Sorry.” 
 
    I know I should go back and apologize properly, but there'll be time for that later. Right now, I have to prove to myself that I didn't just see the ghost of Neil Bloom. I pick up the pace, determined to keep searching, and finally I spot him up ahead. This time I manage to keep him in sight and get closer, but then at the last moment Lenny Johnson steps into my path. 
 
    “Woah there, cowboy,” he says with a smile, holding his hands up. “Enjoying the festival on this fine sunny day? What's up? You look like you've seen a ghost.” 
 
    Staring at him, I feel the answer catching in my throat. 
 
    “He's here,” I stammer. 
 
    He raises a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “He's here!” I hiss, taking a step back. “Haven't you seen him too?” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about, Michael.” 
 
    I look past him, but now there's no sign of Neil at all. 
 
    “Are you sure you're okay?” Lenny continues. “You're looking very peaky.” 
 
    “I saw him,” I continue, turning back to him. “I saw Neil Bloom.” 
 
    He sighs. 
 
    “I did! You have to believe me!” 
 
    “Of course I believe you,” he mutters, shaking his head. “Damn it, I told him not to come today. I told him it was too soon. Then again, I guess it's not the end of the world. He just wanted to come along and share in the town's happy day, and I made him promise to be on his best behavior.” 
 
    “He's alive?” I ask, unable to believe what I'm hearing. 
 
    “Sure. Unless something happened in the thirty seconds since I last saw him.” 
 
    “You said you'd take care of him!” 
 
    “And I did.” 
 
    Again, I open my mouth to ask what he means, but my throat feels impossibly dry and all I can do is watch the crowd. Sure enough, a moment later Neil briefly comes into view and we make eye contact, and then he slips away once more. He seems to be loitering at the very edge, preferring to keep his distance rather than mingling. 
 
    “I took him out into the forest after I spoke to you the other night,” Lenny continues. “Just me and him, man to man. I explained how things are gonna go from now on. I told him that I understood his urges, but that he has to get them back under control. I helped him come up with a few ways for doing that, and I told him I'd be available to talk whenever he needs me, as a kind of mentor. Don't worry, Michael, I took care of him in the best possible manner. He won't be causing any more trouble. He understands that this was his last chance.” 
 
    He reaches out to pat my shoulder, but I instinctively pull away. 
 
    “Mike?” he adds. “Are you okay there, buddy? Maybe you need a drink.” 
 
    “But I thought -” 
 
    I catch myself just in time. Despite the fury in my chest, I know I have to stay calm. 
 
    “You thought what?” Lenny asks. 
 
    “When you said you were going to take care of him, I thought you meant he'd be gone!” 
 
    “Like I'd send him to live somewhere else?” he asks, as his smile grows. “Oh Michael, you can't possibly have thought I was going to take the man out of sight and kill him.” 
 
    “He can't be walking around town like this!” 
 
    “He's perfectly harmless now.” 
 
    “He killed a girl!” After glancing over my shoulder to check that nobody can hear us, I turn back to Lenny. “He killed Mo Garvey,” I continue. “He did awful things to her. He can't be allowed to live in this town, not after that. If he did it once, he'll do it again.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. You have my word on that.” 
 
    “Lenny -” 
 
    “He's a close friend and a business colleague,” he continues. “You're a man of the law, Michael. I find it hard to believe that you'd really advocate murder. Don't worry, Neil's under control. He's under my control, and that's not something to be sniffed at.” 
 
    “No,” I reply, shaking my head, “that's not good enough.” 
 
    “It's not?” 
 
    He tries again to pat my shoulder; again, I step back. 
 
    “Well, I guess you could go back onto those steps and make another announcement,” he mutters. “You could tell the truth and see how that goes. I'm sure people'd think it's a little funny for you to be changing your story so fast, and of course I'd have no choice but to deny any accusations you made concerning my role in your little mess. I'm sure Doc Milford and the others would back me up, so you'd be isolated pretty damn fast. It'd be your word against mine, buddy.” 
 
    He chuckles, as if he thinks he's got me cornered. 
 
    “The end result,” he continues, “would probably be that I'd need to start looking around for somebody else to back as sheriff. Do you think that'd be in the town's best interests, Michael? Do you think it's worth causing all that trouble, just so you can make yourself feel a little better? 'Cause that's what it'd be about. Your ego.” 
 
    “Neil Bloom is dangerous!” 
 
    “Neil Bloom is contained. You have my word on that. You were perfectly willing to do things my way earlier, Michael. Please, don't back out and change your mind now. There'd be consequences for everyone. Believe me, if Neil shows even the slightest sign that he might relapse, I'll step in and deal with the situation. But that won't happen, because he's on the mend. And believe me, he's tortured by his memories of what happened to little Mo. He might be walking free, but inside he's a wreck. He's not getting away with anything.” 
 
    Staring at him, I realize that he's serious, that he really thinks I can let a monster walk freely in our town. 
 
    “We're in this together,” he adds, placing a hand on my shoulder. This time, I don't even think to pull away. “You'll see, Michael. We made the right choice. Now we just have to let it play out a little, so we can see the evidence for ourselves.” 
 
    As he says those words, however, I can still just about make out Neil Bloom in the distance, talking to some women. The sight makes me feel physically sick, and I want to rush over and drag him away, but I know that I'd end up looking like a madman. Still, I can't just let him walk around free. The man is dangerous, and I have to correct the huge mistake I've made. 
 
    “You'd be surprised,” Lenny whispers, leaning closer to me, “how many times I've had to do things like this in Railham. And every single time, everything comes up smelling of roses. It's my job. And your job is to tell people that everything's gonna be okay. I hope you're not gonna forget that, my friend. I'd hate to have to put you straight.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    Holding up the piece of toilet paper, I take a closer look. 
 
    Still nothing. I'm almost a week late now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My bedroom. 
 
    I mean, my old bedroom. 
 
    In the days since Brad and I moved back into the house, I've been so busy fixing up the master bedroom, I've managed to successfully avoid the smaller room I used when I was a little girl. I don't even know why I've been so cautious, except that I've had this gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach that seems to be trying to remind me of something I don't remember. I told myself that I was too rushed to go into my old room, that I'd get around to it later, but deep down I know that I was scared. Even now, standing in the doorway and looking into the room properly for the first time, I have this inexplicable feeling of butterflies in my chest, as if some hidden or forgotten impulse is telling me to stay out. 
 
    After all, just because I don't remember something, I can't assume the memory isn't inside me somewhere. 
 
    Lurking. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Changing the way I think. 
 
    Brad was right. I was a fool to think I could pick and choose what to remember from my childhood. I can no more do that, than I could keep walking past a closed door without ever going through. 
 
    Stepping into my old bedroom now, I can't help noticing that the air feels very stuffy, so I immediately head over and open the window. I know Brad has been in and out of this room over the past few days, and he's been talking about maybe turning it into a nursery once we start a family of our own. My gut is telling me that this whole room should just be sealed and forgotten about, but I guess that's a little extreme and I should grow up. Still, it's weird to see the same wallpaper that was in here when I was a kid, and even most of the same furniture. And the same fusty smell. 
 
    Once the open window has let some fresh air inside, I turn and look at my old bed. 
 
    I remember this. 
 
    I remember being in this room as a little girl. I remember my parents reading bedtime stories to me. I remember playing on the floor. I remember stealing cookies from the kitchen downstairs and bringing them up here to eat. 
 
    I went to see a therapist once, hoping that he'd help me unlock some memories, but he tried several approaches and nothing worked. Eventually he suggested that the human mind only buries memories that might be harmful, and he told me that I probably wouldn't gain anything by dredging them back up. I remember showing him the big scar on my right arm and telling him that I at least needed to know where that came from, but he continued to insist that I should focus on the future instead. 
 
    Eventually he persuaded me, but now I'm not so sure. 
 
    Heading over to the bed, I look down at the old wooden frame. Just as I'm starting to wonder whether this thing can be salvaged, however, I spot movement in the corner of my eye. I turn, half-expecting to find that Brad has come to find me, but instead I realize that something seemed to move briefly in the far corner, over by the window. I stare at that spot for a moment, waiting in case I see a spider or something on the wall, but then I tell myself that I must have imagined the whole thing. I look back down at the bed and reach over to test the frame, and then a moment later I hear a very faint creak. 
 
    I turn and look at the corner again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    That creaking sound seemed very real, however, and I can't help noticing that the floorboards in the corner look a little uneven. Although I know I shouldn't let myself even consider these things, I make my way over and then step on one of those boards. 
 
    Sure enough, the creaking sound is exactly the same as the sound I heard a moment ago. 
 
    I try again, just to be sure, and then I take a step back. 
 
    This is why I shouldn't let crazy ideas take root. My heart is already pounding and it would be so easy to let a million dumb thoughts tumble through my mind. I know there's no such things as ghosts, and I'm not about to change my view on that, but at the same time I can feel a very faint nagging fear at the edge of my thoughts, as if a whole bunch of irrational garbage is trying to push through. It was probably a mistake to come into this room at all, so I turn and head back to the door, and once I'm on the landing - 
 
    Suddenly I remember the face I saw. 
 
    Startled, I turn and look back at the far corner of the bedroom. There's nothing there, but in my mind's eye I can remember seeing a figure in my room when I was a little girl. It must have been right before my father went nuts, and I was alone in the room, sitting on the bed when I looked up and saw... 
 
    A girl. 
 
    After all these years, the image is suddenly so clear in my mind. 
 
    There was a girl in my room twenty years ago, but she was horribly disfigured. Her eyes had been gouged out, leaving what looked like blade marks carved against the bone at the edges of the empty sockets, and there was a whole lot of blood caked around her mouth. There was blood on the sides of her head, too, and she was standing in the corner of the room, watching me. I remember her clothes were torn and stained, too, and there was a strong, sweet smell in the air, something sickening that even now I can't quite place. 
 
    I instinctively take a step back, while keeping my eyes fixed on that empty corner. 
 
    She wasn't real. 
 
    She can't have been real. 
 
    I'm experiencing a false memory, or I imagined the whole thing as a kid. Still, now that I've finally remembered that moment, I can feel a tight knot forming in my chest and I'm terrified that the disfigured girl might appear again. 
 
    The no-eyed girl. 
 
    That's what I used to call her. 
 
    Wincing, I feel a faint twisting sensation in my gut. The pain passes quickly enough, and I figure that maybe I'm letting the stress get to me. 
 
    I remember rushing out of my bedroom when I was a kid and sitting on the floor outside. I remember not daring to go back in, not even when the girl disappeared, and I remember my father coming up the stairs and talking to me. Usually, when I remember any kind of interaction with that asshole, I try to push the whole thing from my mind and think about something else. This time, however, I let myself relive that moment, and I remember I told him I'd seen the girl in my room, but he seemed too busy to really care. He went in and looked around, but then he hurried to the main bedroom and a few minutes later he rushed out of the house again. Eventually I ended up going back into my room, even though I was terrified. 
 
    And I saw the girl again. 
 
    I don't remember when, or where, or how, but I'm certain I saw her at least one more time. I can't even begin to imagine how my seven-year-old mind was able to conjure up something so disgusting and foul, but I remember trying really, really hard to be brave. And then... 
 
    I remember peeing myself. 
 
    I remember Mom cleaning me up late one night, after I'd suddenly soiled the bed. I don't remember the circumstances, but I remember her asking what was wrong, and I know she said that it was very unusual for me. Again, this is a memory that was lost for two decades, so I can't figure out the context, but I remember she had to give me a bath at two or three in the morning, and I remember looking at the doorway and being terrified that the disfigured girl would appear again. 
 
    “Everything's fine,” Mom told me that night. “You know that, don't you? If you've heard anything scary at school, or if you've heard people talking about scary things, you mustn't pay too much attention. Nothing bad is going to happen.” 
 
    Her words echo in my thoughts now. She didn't believe me when I told her about the girl, and I don't blame her. After twenty years of staying hidden and repressed, these memories seem to be rushing back out into my conscious mind. 
 
    Finally, instinctively, I grab the handle and pull the door shut, before taking a step back until I bump against the wall. My mind is racing and I'm terrified that more memories might come back to me at any moment. I can already feel long-buried impressions stirring, but I think I've had enough nostalgia for one day so I turn and hurry down the stairs, determined to find Brad and distract myself. When I came back to Railham, I thought I could handle any memories that returned. Now I'm not so sure. 
 
    Then again, even if ghosts existed, why would Mo Garvey still be haunting this town? Her killer is dead, so there's nothing more she could possibly want. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Tom!” I yell, slamming open the door to the lab and hurrying through to the office, desperately trying to find Tom Milford. “Tom, we have to get this guy! We need evidence!” 
 
    Finding no sign of him, I storm back into the examination room. A moment later, hearing footsteps in the distance, I turn just as Tom comes through from one of the storerooms. He's cleaning his glasses on his shirt, and I can see from the look in his eyes that he's not best-pleased to see me right now. He's been avoiding me for a few days now, ever since he was part of Lenny Johnson's little late-night blockade. 
 
    “Evidence,” I continue, struggling to stay calm. “Give me something that links Neil Bloom to the Mo Garvey murder.” 
 
    “Mike -” 
 
    “Now!” I yell. 
 
    “I don't have anything.” 
 
    “That report you wrote was bullshit!” I continue. “There's no way you got all those test results back so quickly!” 
 
    “I stand by my report,” he replies, heading around to the other side of the table, as if he wants to put as much distance as possible between us. “It has my signature at the end.” 
 
    “How did he do it?” I ask. “How did Lenny Johnson persuade you to back him up?” 
 
    “I don't know what you're -” 
 
    “Don't lie to me!” I shout, grabbing a test-tube holder and sending it sliding off the edge of the bench. The tubes shatter when they hit the floor, and Tom takes a step back. “You have evidence that links Neil Bloom to the murder,” I continue, “and you're going to turn that evidence over to me or I swear to God I'll have your medical license revoked.” 
 
    “I have no such evidence,” he says firmly. 
 
    “Because you never bothered to check?” 
 
    “Mike -” 
 
    “You know Mo Garvey's killer is walking free!” 
 
    “I'm sorry, Mike,” he replies, “but I heard you telling a press conference that Mo Garvey's killer had been killed in a car accident. I believe footage of you saying that was broadcast live to homes all across the country, so I really don't see how you can come in here now and start claiming that someone else was responsible.” 
 
    “I thought Lenny was taking care of it!” I hiss. 
 
    “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means -” 
 
    Catching myself just in time, I realize that I can't possibly tell him the truth. Then again, as he stares at me, it's clear that he already knows. 
 
    “There's an old boys' network in this town,” he continues. “You've never really been a part of it, but you knew it existed. Is that what you thought was going to happen the other night, Mike? Did you think Lenny was going to take Neil out into the forest and cut him down like a rabid animal? Neil's part of the network. They protect their own. That's why he gets away with just a strict talking-to and -” 
 
    “He murdered a little girl!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He mutilated her!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He touched her!” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He's a killer!” 
 
    “And you knew that,” he adds, “and yet you still went ahead with that press conference.” 
 
    “I didn't expect to see him out on the street again!” 
 
    “Then maybe you shouldn't have made so many assumptions.” He pauses again. “Lenny's talked to him, Mike. Lenny knows him, and he's told him in no uncertain terms that nothing like this can ever happen again. Lenny smooths things over in Railham, that's why everyone respects him so much. The situation will be okay if you just sit tight and let Lenny deal with it all. He hasn't let Neil off scot-free. The man is on a kind of probation. For life.” 
 
    “Everything will be okay?” I reply, sickened by those words. “Did you really just say those words? Tell that to Mo Garvey. Tell that to her parents.” 
 
    With that, I turn and head to the door. 
 
    “Her parents understand,” Tom calls after me. “Her parents are pragmatic people, Mike. They know that tears and tantrums won't bring the girl back. If they can accept the situation, then -” 
 
    Slamming the door shut so that I can't hear any more of his simpering bullshit, I storm along to my office before stopping for a moment as I realize that nothing I do is going to take this rage from my chest. I let Lenny Johnson suck me into his way of doing things, I agreed to let him take charge, and in return he decided to let a killer walk free. And while Lenny and Tom and the others might be convinced that Neil can be trusted, I know better than that. Whatever darkness bubbled up from the depths of that man's soul and caused him to kill Mo Garvey, it'll emerge again. 
 
    Unless I find a way to stop him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Honey? Oh thank God, I was starting to wonder where you were!” 
 
    As I slip my jacket off and toss it onto the chair, Louisa comes hurrying through from the front room. She seems a little dressed-up for an ordinary evening at home, and in fact the house looks pretty tidy too. 
 
    “I just came to get a change of clothes,” I mutter, already heading toward the stairs. “I'm sorry, I don't have time to talk. I have to get back out there.” 
 
    “Mike -” 
 
    “I have to!” I snap, turning to her. Instantly regretting raising my voice, I take a deep breath in an attempt to calm down. “I can't explain right now, but I have to do this.” 
 
    “Mike, did you forget?” 
 
    “Forget what?” 
 
    She takes my hand and tries to lead me over to the front room. 
 
    “I don't have time,” I tell her, pulling back. 
 
    “Humor me.” 
 
    Sighing, I let her take me as far as the doorway. Just as I'm about to tell her once again that I don't have time for this, I look through and see two of her old school-friends, Mark and Maisie Fleming, sitting awkwardly on the sofa with coffee cups in their hands. For a moment, staring at them, I can't figure out why the hell they're here. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Louisa tells them, “but I was right. Mike did forget.” 
 
    “What did I forget?” I ask, turning first to her and then back to the Flemings. “What's going on?” 
 
    “There he is,” Mark says with a nervous, slightly embarrassed grin. “The hero of the hour!” 
 
    “We arranged to go to dinner this evening,” Louisa tells me. “I'm sorry, it's my fault, I should have reminded you this morning, but you were barely here. I tried calling you, but I couldn't get through.” 
 
    “It must be such a relief to have this all over with,” Maisie says. “Those twenty-four hours when we thought a maniac was loose in our town... Well, I've gotta tell you, even without kids, it was enough to drive me spare. I mean, there was no guarantee he'd only go for children, was there? I was almost too scared to leave the house. It was as if the entire town was under a pall.” 
 
    “She was terrified!” Mark adds. “Really, she was too nervous to go to the store. We had to walk together.” 
 
    “But now everything's fine,” Louisa tells them. “There's no need to worry.” 
 
    “Thank God!” Maisie continues. “I wasn't even sleeping properly!” 
 
    “Excuse me for a moment,” I reply, turning and heading back out to the hallway. I feel nauseous and I swear I'll throw up if I hear one more person congratulate me on a job well done. If they knew the truth, that the killer is still walking about, they'd be horrified. 
 
    “Mike?” Louisa says, hurrying after me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I have things to do.” 
 
    “You look pale. Are you sick?” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I continue, making my way up the stairs, “but I can't go to dinner. I have a million things to do at work and I can't even be sure I'll be back tonight. Don't wait up, okay?” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Let me get on with this!” I hiss, turning back to her. “Okay? You don't understand what I'm dealing with, but trust me, it's more important than sitting around shooting the breeze with two idiots I don't even...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I see the shock in her eyes, and a moment later I realize there's no sound coming from the front room. I guess the Flemings heard me. 
 
    “Just leave me alone,” I add, hurrying up the stairs. 
 
    Fortunately, Louisa doesn't come after me this time, although when I reach the top I'm surprised to see that Alex is sitting on the landing, looking at one of her favorite books. 
 
    “Are you okay there?” I ask, making my way past her, heading toward the main bedroom. 
 
    When she doesn't reply, I stop and look back down at her. 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    “I don't want to go into my room,” she replies, and I can instantly tell that something's wrong. She sounds cowed and scared, and I can see the fear in her eyes. 
 
    “What's wrong with your room?” I ask. 
 
    She looks toward the door. 
 
    “Alex? Why don't you want to go into your room?” 
 
    When she still fails to answer, I turn the handle and push the door open. 
 
    “Daddy, no!” 
 
    She sounds panicked, but the door bumps against the wall and I peer in to see that there's nothing untoward. Her bedroom looks completely normal. 
 
    “No monsters in here,” I point out, stepping inside and then turning to see that she's staring at me with that same fearful expression. “Seriously, Alex, what's wrong? Daddy doesn't have time for silliness right now.” 
 
    Figuring that maybe I need to humor her, I crouch down and take a look under her bed. 
 
    “Nothing there!” I say, forcing a smile. 
 
    “That's not where she was,” she replies. “She was in the corner by the window.” 
 
    Getting to my feet, I head back out to join her. 
 
    “Who was in the corner by the window?” I ask, before remembering her earlier claims about a little girl in the bedroom. Sighing, I realize she seems determined to keep going with that idea. “There's nobody in your room, Alex.” 
 
    “She's mad at someone,” she whimpers. 
 
    “You've got an overactive imagination. You realize that, don't you?” 
 
    “I want her to leave!” 
 
    She's still staring into the room, but I don't have time to deal with her childish fears right now. Reaching down, I tousle the hair on the top of her head before turning and heading to the master bedroom. 
 
    “Okay, well you can play out here,” I tell her, “but keep away from the top of the stairs. We don't want you taking a tumble. And stop worrying about strange little girls in your room. They're just in your head.” 
 
    I glance back at her, but she seems lost in whatever game she's playing. I should probably try to take her into her room and prove to her that there's no reason to be scared, but I'm already running late and I need to get back out onto the street. Figuring that Alex will be fine, I head through to find a clean shirt. 
 
    On a night like this, the last thing I need is talk of ghosts. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Alex! Are you coming down or not? Vic's here!” 
 
    “Just give me a minute!” 
 
    “You said that five minutes ago!” 
 
    “I mean it this time! I'll be there soon, I promise!” 
 
    I wait, watching the bathroom door, and a moment later I breathe a sigh of relief as I hear Brad going back out to the porch and talking to his friend. I wait for a few seconds, enjoying the sense of normality, before turning back to look at the test stick I've been holding in my right hand for the past ten minutes or more. 
 
    All I have to do is turn it over, and I'll see the result. 
 
    I can't be pregnant. I mean, sure, I might be late this month, and I might have been feeling a little off-color, but that doesn't mean I'm pregnant. Brad and I are careful, and I figure the stress of the past few months has just been messing with my cycle. Still, I've been gradually getting more and more worried, and now I'm ready to see the answer. I'm certain that when I turn the stick over, I'll see the single horizontal blue line that gives me the all-clear. 
 
    I'm not pregnant. 
 
    I've been so careful. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I tell myself that I should just get this over with. Still, I hesitate for a moment longer, before finally turning the stick and looking at the little window. 
 
    I take another deep breath. 
 
    It's wrong. 
 
    It has to be wrong. 
 
    I give the stick a shake, but the blue cross remains. I can feel my heart pounding, I even feel a little dizzy, but I keep focusing on the fact that I must have ended up with a faulty test kit. I can't - 
 
    Suddenly something cold touches my arm from behind. Dropping the stick into the sink, I gasp and turn to look back across the bathroom, but there's no sign of anyone. I wait a moment, just in case this is some kind of weird trick by Brad, and then I rub the cold spot on my arm. Once I'm sure I'm alone, I look back into the sink, but the test stick still shows the same stubborn blue cross. Finally, grabbing the stick, I bury it deep in the bin, before washing my hands and telling myself that I'll buy another test tomorrow, one that'll prove this was just a false positive. 
 
    I always swore I wouldn't have children yet, not until I know for certain that this house is safe. And now, as I catch my own gaze in the mirror, I feel more sure than ever that the test result is wrong. If I was really pregnant, I'd know. Deep down, I'd feel it already. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of his front door, Neil Bloom stops for a moment and stares at the street. It's almost as if he's sensing something, or as if he's sniffing the evening air, but finally he turns and pulls the door shut before heading along the path and then out onto the sidewalk. Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he starts making his way toward town. He looks for all the world like an ordinary guy, just out for an evening stroll. Just another citizen of Railham. 
 
    Climbing out of my car, I start following him. 
 
    I've been on his trail for a few hours now. After finishing the press conference earlier, I handed all my work over to a surprised-looking Harry and came to keep an eye on Neil Bloom. Aside from a brief trip home, I haven't taken a single break. I know this monster's going to make a mistake at some point, that he won't be able to help himself, and when that moment comes I'm going to cuff him. I swear to God, until that happens I won't let him out of my sight, and Lenny won't be able to argue if I take Neil into custody for some other offense. I refuse to believe that a man like Neil would commit such an awful act and then just snap back to respectability, and I'm certain he's going to do something soon. 
 
    For now, I just have to hold back, keep an eye on him, and be ready. 
 
    As he goes around the next corner, I pick up the pace. When I get to the corner, I can't see him for a moment, but then I spot him over on the other side of the street. He seems to be heading toward the west side of town, which is the seedier area with plenty of low-life bars. I let him get a little further ahead before setting off after him again, and I feel certain that I'll have him behind bars before the end of the night. I can still put this mess right. 
 
    And then he vanishes. 
 
    I lose sight of him for a moment, and I quickly realize that he seems to have disappeared entirely. After waiting a moment in case he magically reappears, I hurry across the street and over to the next corner, but I don't see anybody around at all. I don't know how he could have slipped away, but I'm certain he can't have doubled back on himself, which means there are only a few options. Maybe he - 
 
    “Nice day for a walk.” 
 
    Startled, I turn and see Neil standing in the shade of a tree, at the edge of a lawn. 
 
    “Sometimes I like to stretch my legs,” he continues, taking a step toward me. He still has his hands in his pockets. “I like to walk, even if I don't have anywhere I'm walking to. I like to tour the neighborhood. Does that make sense? Are we on the same page, Mr. Blaine?” 
 
    As I stare at him, it takes every ounce of strength to keep from rushing over there and grabbing him by the throat. 
 
    A moment later, he seems to sniff the air slightly. 
 
    “Walks help calm me down,” he explains, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “I love the smell of sweet blossom in the air. The sounds of people getting on with their lives. The sight of -” 
 
    Suddenly he looks past me, as if something has caught his attention. 
 
    Turning, I see two little boys playing in a yard at the far end of the street. When I look back at Neil, I find that he's watching me again. 
 
    “Don't worry,” he continues, “they're perfectly safe.” 
 
    “The hell they are,” I reply. “I'm not letting you get within a hundred feet of any children.” 
 
    “Huh.” He hesitates for a moment, before starting to nod. “So you were following me. I figured as much, but I still wanted to hear you admit it.” 
 
    “I'm not going to let you out of my sight,” I tell him. 
 
    “Isn't it unconstitutional to track someone like this?” 
 
    “I don't give a damn.” 
 
    “I could put in a complaint.” 
 
    “Go right ahead.” 
 
    He pauses again, before stepping closer. 
 
    “I know what you think,” he says after a moment, lowering his voice slightly. “You think I'm a monster. You think I took that little girl and did terrible things to her. You think I drugged her and took her to a cabin, and you think I spent hours and hours indulging my every dark fantasy.” 
 
    “I swear,” I sneer, “if you say one more word...” 
 
    “You'll what? Hit me? Kill me?” 
 
    “Do you admit you killed Mo Garvey?” I ask, still struggling to keep from grabbing him by the throat. 
 
    He shakes his head. “I'm not admitting anything.” 
 
    “You don't have to. I already know.” 
 
    “But you caught the killer, didn't you?” he replies. “I heard your speech earlier. You caught that drifter.” 
 
    “He didn't kill Mo.” 
 
    “But you said he did,” he continues, with a faint smile. “Those words came from your mouth, Sheriff Blaine. You're quite photogenic, and you came across as a very strong, comforting man. It was so reassuring to know that we have a man such as your good self looking after us. And I think you will look after us. I mean, if you say he was the killer, I wouldn't dare to accuse you of lying.” 
 
    “I'll make sure you pay for this,” I tell him. 
 
    “My friends wouldn't like that very much,” he replies. “Just because you think it was me who took little Mo and stripped -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I grab him by the collar and slam him against the tree. For a fraction of a second, I clench my fist ready to knock him out, but at the very last moment I manage to get my anger under control. Still, I keep him pinned against the tree, and I feel as if the best thing I could do for this town right now would be to make sure this bastard never shows his face again. Even if I killed him, the price might be worth paying if it meant that the children of this town were safe. 
 
    “Lenny told me it was you,” I say firmly, “so don't even think about playing games!” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, before suddenly starting to laugh. In the process, he sprays bad breath and saliva across my face. 
 
    “You won't be laughing soon,” I tell him. 
 
    “This must be so hard for you,” he chuckles. “Then again, the honorable, upstanding Sheriff Michael Blaine would never have bent the rules, would he? If you really knew it was me, and if you had any evidence, you'd have locked me up already. Unless you're suggesting that you conspired with Mayor Lenny Johnson to frame an innocent man. Is that what you're suggesting? Maybe it's you who needs to be locked up, for perverting the course of justice. You're not seriously going to go against Mayor Johnson's wishes, are you? You must realize how dangerous that would be. He doesn't like it when people cross him.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” I shout, pressing him more firmly against the tree. “This isn't a game!” 
 
    “Are you two okay over there?” 
 
    Turning, I see that a woman has emerged from one of the nearby houses. I hesitate for a moment, before letting go of Neil and taking a step back. 
 
    “Oh, Sheriff Blaine,” she continues, clearly a little shocked, “I didn't...” 
 
    She looks at Neil, and then back at me. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asks. 
 
    “There's nothing to worry about,” I tell her, even though I'm still shaking with rage. “Please, just go about your business.” 
 
    “Of course,” she replies, offering a smile before heading back into her house. I swear, it's as if my words were enough to end all her concerns. 
 
    Turning, I find that Neil has already hurried away. It takes a moment before I spot him in the distance, heading around the corner, and I quickly set off after him. He thinks I can't touch him, he thinks Lenny's keeping him safe, but I'm going to stick to him like glue until he puts another foot wrong, and then I'm going to haul his ass to a cell. And then I'll do whatever it takes to keep him off the streets, even if I have to lose my badge in the process. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Hey man, he's totally gonna get that triple crown!” Brad laughs, as he sits on the porch with his friend. “Alonso's not one of those drivers who'll be happy just taking part! He's a beast behind the wheel!” 
 
    We've been having a great evening, and Brad's friend Vic is fun, but I've been struggling to keep up with their conversation and finally I came inside on the pretext of needing to get some ice. Now that I'm in the kitchen, however, I can't help grabbing my tablet and quickly bringing up a browser window. I glance toward the back window and wait a moment, making absolutely sure that Brad and Vic are still yammering on about Indycar, and then I type a name into the search bar. 
 
    Mo Garvey. 
 
    I swore I wouldn't start delving into my father's past when we moved here, but I just need to reassure myself that the whole Mo Garvey story really is in the past. As soon as the search results come up, I find a load of wiki pages and a few blogs, and some old news pieces, and then I click through to find that some guy named Harry Bischoff has self-published a short book about the murder case, complete with a terrible cover that looks like it was made in Paint. The book's free, so I tap to download a copy and save it for later, but then I go back to the search results and scroll down, until suddenly I see something that makes my blood run cold. 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine. 
 
    After years of avoiding even seeing my father's name, there it is, along with a thumbnail that's clearly a small version of his old official photo. I should just keep scrolling, but at the same time I don't want to let myself take the cowardly way out, so instead I click through and wait as a blog page loads. Sure enough, after a couple of seconds, I see my father's face for the first time in over a decade. 
 
    My hands are trembling. 
 
    He looks happy in the photo, wearing his uniform and posing against a blue sky background. The edge of a US flag is in the shot too, and it's clear that this is the picture that was taken of him when he first became sheriff. He looks young and eager, and keen to do a good job. I remember that side of him, but I also know that he changed over the years. The contrast between the man in the picture and the man who eventually lost his mind is so striking, sometimes I catch myself wondering how he could have ended up the way he did. 
 
    How did my father end up murdering that little girl? 
 
    Scrolling down, I find that the blog page is run by someone who seems to be obsessed with covering the Mo Garvey case. After a moment I spot a contributor name, and I realize that this page is run by the same Harry Bischoff guy who wrote the book I downloaded. One thing's for sure, Mr. Bischoff certainly seems to have been cataloging and covering the murder of Mo Garvey in great detail, and I'm starting to think that his interest in the case seems a little fanatical. Then again, I guess there are some strange people in the world. Sick people, too. 
 
    And then I find a paragraph that explains his interest. 
 
    “In a previous life,” I whisper, reading out loud, “I served as a deputy in Railham, and I worked directly under Sheriff Michael Blaine. I was there when the Mo Garvey case went down and I saw it all firsthand. And yes, dear reader, that includes the body. I was one of the first people on the scene after she was discovered, and the sight of that poor girl is etched in my mind.” 
 
    He knew my father. 
 
    Scrolling down a little further, I find a section of text that has been highlighted in red. 
 
    “I'm aware that autopsy photographs have leaked online in recent years,” I read, “showing Mo's body. I refuse to link to those, although I know that sadly it would take only a moment for anyone to find them on less reputable sites. Let me just say that I believe no good can come of those pictures remaining in circulation, and I would ask anyone reading this to consider why they might want to see them. It's my opinion that the girl deserves more respect than to have such shocking images shared in this manner.” 
 
    I read the paragraph again, just to make sure that I understand, and then I immediately bring up a new search window. I agree with every word that this man just wrote, and ordinarily I'd never want to see such hideous pictures, but right now I want to prove to myself that the girl I thought I saw in my bedroom as a child was not the girl who was found murdered in the forest. I mean, there's no way I'd have known what she looked like when she was dead, not when I was only seven years old. 
 
    I feel sick and wrong just typing the next search phrase, but I do it anyway, and sure enough I quickly find a site that hosts a dozen pictures that look to have been taken by a coroner. 
 
    It's her. 
 
    As soon as I see the first image, showing the girl's face, I have no doubt whatsoever that it's the girl I saw in my bedroom all those years ago. I tell myself that it's impossible, that I'm wrong, but when I check a second picture I see that I'm right. They're not just similar. They're the exact same girl. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I try to stay calm. 
 
    I must have seen these pictures when I was a kid. That's the only explanation. At some point, my father must have left them somewhere in the house, and I accidentally stumbled onto them. I was probably traumatized, and then obviously I started hallucinating the same hideous face that I'd seen in the photos. After all, I was seven years old, and kids are impressionable at that age. Obviously I got myself into a lather and probably thought I could see Mo Garvey around every corner and lurking in every shadow. There's no great mystery there. 
 
    Clicking back to the blog page, I take a few minutes to read through some more paragraphs, until I reach another that makes my blood run cold. 
 
    “Michael Blaine is an innocent man,” I read out loud. “It is my fervent belief that he was framed for the Mo Garvey murder. He was a good person and I will never believe the lies that have been told about him.” 
 
    I pause for a moment. 
 
    “You're wrong, Mr. Bischoff,” I whisper finally. “My father -” 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    Startled, I spin around and drop the tablet, and my heart is racing as I find that Brad has come through from the porch. After setting some empty beer bottles on the counter, he wanders closer. 
 
    “I thought you were fetching some ice,” he tells me. 
 
    “I got distracted.” 
 
    Leaning down, I pick up the tablet and find that thankfully it's not damaged. Fortunately the lock-screen has come up, so there's no danger of Brad seeing what I was looking at just now. 
 
    “Looking something up?” he asks. 
 
    I pause, before nodding. 
 
    “Right.” He's clearly suspicious. “Are you -” 
 
    “I have to take a trip tomorrow,” I tell him, surprising myself with those words. I hadn't even realized that I'd made a decision, but now I realize that I don't have a choice. “I'm going to drive to Impingham.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I can see from the look in his eyes that he knows where this is headed. “And why are you going all the way to Impingham, Alex?” 
 
    “You know why.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Are you sure?” He seems to have sobered up now, and I swear there's a hint of concern in his voice. “I thought you wanted to wait a little longer before -” 
 
    “There's no time like the present.” 
 
    “Isn't tomorrow your first day at the paper?” 
 
    “It's just a meet-and-greet,” I point out. “I can reschedule. It's not ideal, but I'll manage.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He pauses again, before looking at the tablet. “What brought this on?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I reply quickly. Perhaps a little too quickly. He must realize I'm hiding something. “It's just time. It's past time, actually. Please don't argue with me, Brad, and please don't keep asking if I'm okay to go alone. I have to go alone. It's another of the things I have to face. Maybe it'll help.” 
 
    He watches me for a moment, before suddenly stepping closer and putting his arms around me. 
 
    “I'm proud of you,” he whispers. “I know how hard this is going to be.” 
 
    “Waiting won't make it any easier,” I reply, even though I desperately want to back out and just stay home tomorrow. “I have to do this. I should have gone to see Mom years ago.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    It's almost midnight, and I've been sitting in my car for a couple of hours now, watching the bar and waiting for Neil Bloom to come out. I'm starting to suspect that he knows I'm here, and that he's simply going to stay in there until closing time so he can waste my time, but I still can't bring myself to leave. 
 
    I'll sit here until 3am if I have to, and then I'll follow the bastard home and sit outside his house. And if I have to leave, even for a second, I'll get Harry to take over for a while. Harry's a good man, he'll help out even if I don't fully explain why. I know I can rely on him. 
 
    Reaching over to the passenger seat, I grab a bottle of pills and tip one into the palm of my hand. I shouldn't be relying on medication to keep me awake, but right now I can't afford to sleep. I'll be able to relax once Neil has been taken care of, and I'm convinced that he'll do something wrong soon. For now, as I swallow the pill and chase it down with a swig of water, I can only keep tabs on him and make sure that I don't miss anything. 
 
    Leaning back, I take a deep breath, and then a moment later I'm surprised to see the bar's neon sign being switched off. The door opens and a large man comes out, and then he turns and locks the door before starting to walk away. 
 
    “Hey!” I call out, climbing out of the car and hurrying after him. “Hold up! What are you doing?” 
 
    He stops and turns to me. 
 
    “Did you just close the bar?” I ask. 
 
    “It's midnight, ain't it?” 
 
    “This bar stays open until three.” 
 
    “Not anymore. New orders from the boss about a week ago, he's changing thins up. We close at midnight now, except for weekends.” 
 
    “But where's Neil Bloom?” I stammer. “He didn't come out.” 
 
    “Neil Bloom?” He furrows his brow. “Oh sure, he was in earlier. Stayed for a drink and then split. Creepy guy.” 
 
    “I'd have seen him leave,” I reply, taking the badge from my pocket and holding it up. “I'm going to need you to unlock the door. I have reason to believe there's a man still inside the property.” 
 
    “He went out the back way.” 
 
    “There's no back exit from that bar!” 
 
    “There is now,” he explains. “I told you, the boss is changing things. He keeps the gate unlocked at the rear now, so people can leave straight outta the yard if they want. He thinks -” 
 
    “Damn it!” I hiss, turning and hurrying back to my car. The barman calls after me but I don't have time to listen, so instead I get into the car and start the engine. 
 
    I lost him. 
 
    I sat here like a goddamn fool for hours, and Neil Bloom has been on the loose. 
 
    The car's tires screech as I race out of the parking lot, but by the time I join the dark street I'm already starting to realize that I don't know where to start with my search. I guess I should swing by Neil's house and see if there's any sign of him, but other than that he could be absolutely anywhere. 
 
    And then, as I reach a junction, my radio crackles to life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I'm there,” I tell Jean over the radio, before setting the receiver down and climbing out of the car. I can see a marked patrol car parked just a little way ahead, and the house's front door is open. 
 
    When I reach the door, I hear voices inside, and a moment later Harry steps into view. 
 
    “It's nothing,” he explains as I step inside. “At least, I hope it's nothing. Mr. Brown's wife thought she saw someone watching the house from the bushes, but her husband thinks she was mistaken. I want to agree with him, boss, but I've got a bad feeling. Do you think instinct's a real thing?” 
 
    “Did you see his face?” I ask as I enter the front room, where Graham and Connie Brown are sitting with their six-year-old daughter Annie. “You said there was a man watching the house. Did any of you see his face?” 
 
    “Annie thought there was someone out there,” Connie replies, stroking her daughter's head, “and when I looked I thought maybe I saw someone too. We're not imagining things.” 
 
    “There are no footprints anywhere,” Harry adds. “None that I could see, anyway.” 
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I fish out one of the crumpled sets of notes concerning Neil Bloom. After sorting through the papers for a moment, I find a black-and-white photo of his face, which I quickly turn around so that Annie can see. 
 
    “What's that?” Annie asks. 
 
    “You're not in any trouble,” I explain, as the girl looks at the photo, “but I want you to tell me if that was the man whose face you saw watching you.” 
 
    I wait, but so far she simply seems to be concentrating as she stares at the image. 
 
    “Isn't that Neil Bloom?” Graham says after a moment. 
 
    “Annie,” I continue. “Is this the man you saw?” 
 
    “I think so,” she replies, nodding before looking up at her mother as if she's waiting for permission to say more. 
 
    “Why would Neil Bloom be watching our house?” Connie asks incredulously. “Mike, I don't understand what you're trying to get at here.” 
 
    “Take full statements from them,” I tell Harry as I head to the door. “I want every detail written down.” 
 
    “But boss -” 
 
    “Just do it!” 
 
    As soon as I'm back outside, I head around to the side of the house, making straight for the spot where the little girl supposedly saw a face watching her bedroom window. As soon as I get there, I find a section of shrubbery that looks to have been recently trampled, although Harry was right when he said there were no obvious footprints. Still, making my way around the side of the old apple tree, I'm already starting to figure out what must have happened. I turn and look toward the house, and sure enough I have a perfect view from here of Annie's bedroom window. What's more, there's a drainpipe running straight up to that window, which would probably be more than enough to make a creep like Neil Bloom think he could climb up. 
 
    Taking a step back, I suddenly feel something hard under my right foot. When I look down, I spot a syringe with an orange tip. 
 
    Reaching down, I pick the syringe up. It clearly hasn't been used yet, but it's not hard to understand what Neil was planning to do. I'm willing to bet any money in the world that this syringe contains some kind of sedative, and that the same sedative was present in Mo Garvey's body. Taking a small clear plastic bag from my pocket, I slip the evidence inside before turning to look around in case anything else was left behind. 
 
    And that's when I see him. 
 
    About twenty feet away, two angry eyes are staring at me from behind another bush. 
 
    “Neil!” 
 
    He runs immediately and I set off after him, crashing through the pitch-black undergrowth. I can hear him up ahead, but I lose sight of him until I stumble out onto a path and look around. Spotting a dark figure racing away, I hurry after him again, desperately trying to catch him before he can get away. He quickly disappears around a corner, but I spot him again after a moment, and I see that he's trying to climb over a fence. It's clear that he's struggling, however, and I reach him just in time to grab him by the shirt and haul him down, slamming him against the ground. 
 
    “Neil Bloom, you're under arrest!” I shout, as he tries in vain to push me away. 
 
    “You don't have anything on me!” he splutters, spraying my face with saliva. 
 
    “I've got plenty,” I reply breathlessly, reaching into my pocket for my cuffs. For a fraction of a second I take my eyes off him. “You couldn't resist, could you? You couldn't contain yourself for more than a few days.” 
 
    “You've got nothing!” he gasps. 
 
    “Then I'll make something up!” 
 
    “You can't do that!” he splutters. “I've got friends!” 
 
    “I don't give a damn,” I continue as I open the cuffs, ready to slip them onto his wrists. “Whatever it takes, I'm going to -” 
 
    Suddenly something slams into the side of my head, sending me thudding down to the ground. Momentarily dazed, I stumble to my feet just in time to see Neil racing off into the darkness. I hurry after him, but when I get to the next corner I find that he's disappeared into the night. Sighing, I take my radio from my belt. 
 
    “All units,” I gasp, barely able to get the words out, “be on the lookout for Neil Bloom. Repeat, all units be on the lookout for Neil Bloom. I need that son of a bitch in custody right now!” 
 
    “Boss?” Harry's voice replies after a moment, crackling over the radio. “Did you say Neil Bloom? What -” 
 
    “Just do it!” I hiss. “I'll explain later, but find him before he can hurt anyone else!” 
 
    Feeling a trickle of something wet on my left cheek, I reach up and find that he hit me hard enough to split the flesh just below my eye. Blood is already trickling down my face. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    As I set my cellphone, purse and wristwatch in the metal tray, I can't help thinking that maybe there's still time to back out of this. I could say I've changed my mind, I could walk right out the door and leave. 
 
    But I'd be back one day. 
 
    Now that I've driven three hours to get here, I might as well get it over with. 
 
    “And your earrings,” the guard says. 
 
    I glance at her. “I'm sorry?” 
 
    She taps her ear. 
 
    “Right.” Still feeling spaced-out, I start removing my earrings. I rarely wear earrings, but I put some on today because I wanted to look a little more grown-up. I wanted Mom to see that I'm not a kid anymore. Still, I set the earrings in the tray, while glancing along the corridor toward the reinforced door that leads deeper into Impingham Psychiatric Hospital. I can see two guards waiting for me, and a moment later I hear a distant metallic clanging sound. 
 
    My mother is somewhere in this hospital. And I'm about to see her for the first time in almost twenty years. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Don't expect her to say very much,” the doctor says in hushed tones, as we stand in the corridor. “It's nothing to do with you, but Louisa has tended to minimize her vocalizations over the years. She very rarely responds to anyone at all, although there's certainly a chance that it might be different with you.” 
 
    “Do you think she'll recognize me?” I ask. 
 
    “I would imagine so.” 
 
    “And how do you think she'll react?” 
 
    “I can't speculate, but we'll be monitoring the situation closely. And there'll be two guards in the room, along with a nurse.” 
 
    “Can't I see her alone?” 
 
    The doctor pauses, and I can see a hint of sadness in her eyes. 
 
    “We think it's best if the visit is monitored today,” she says finally. “I hope you'll understand, but this is going to be very new for Louisa. She hasn't had many visitors since she came to Impingham, and it's always difficult to know how patients will react to these things, especially patients who are in your mother's condition.” 
 
    “And what condition is that, exactly?” I ask. “What's her diagnosis?” 
 
    “I'm afraid she's borderline catatonic,” she explains, “and when she does respond to stimuli... Well, let's just say that there have been some incidents. Please understand that the guards will be there for her benefit, as well as for the benefit of those around her. In all good conscience, I couldn't let her be around other people if she wasn't being monitored in some way. Now, are you ready to go in and see her?” 
 
    “Is she dangerous?” 
 
    “The guards will be right there with you. There's nothing to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing alone in the bathroom, I stare straight ahead, waiting to be strong. I told the doctor I just needed to pop in here briefly, but it's been ten minutes now and I'm sure she's guessed that I'm struggling. There are tears in my eyes, and I can't go back out into the corridor until I've got myself under control. 
 
    I can't let them see me crying. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey Mom. It's me.” 
 
    I knew I'd say those words one day. 
 
    I also knew that, most likely, there'd be no response. 
 
    Standing just a few feet from the window, I watch as she stares out toward the garden. I knew she'd look different, I braced myself for her to have aged, but I expected her to be somewhat recognizable. Right now, however, I'm looking at the face of an old, white-haired woman whose eyes are filled with tears and whose features are criss-crossed by deep wrinkles. Frankly, if it wasn't for her large brown eyes and the slight bump on her nose, I'd almost be tempted to think that there's been some mistake, that they've wheeled the wrong patient out and this woman isn't actually my mother. 
 
    But it is her. 
 
    I know that. 
 
    I can feel it in my bones. 
 
    “Mom?” I continue. “It's Alex. I'm your daughter. Do you remember me?” 
 
    One of the guards clears his throat. Glancing over my shoulder, I see that the two guards and the nurse are watching me, and I can see the pity in their eyes. Turning back to my mother, I realize that she still doesn't seem to have acknowledged my presence in any way. I feel as if I should think of something to say, some way of making her realize who I am, but finally I step past her and sit in the armchair next to the window. I'm almost directly opposite her, but her gaze remains fixed on the sunny garden outside. Maybe she thinks it would hurt too much to look at me. 
 
    “Mom,” I say after a moment, “I need to talk to you about what happened twenty years ago. I need some answers about my childhood. I need to know if I ever talked about seeing a little girl in my room.” 
 
    I wait, but still she doesn't reply. Her eyes are twitching slightly, but it's almost as if she's too far gone to even realize that I'm here. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    I can feel tears in my eyes, but I'm damn well not going to cry in public. Even as I look at Mom's face, however, I can't help thinking back to the last time I saw her. We'd escaped from the house and my father was dead, and I was so desperate to get back to Mom. My grandmother had come to town to look after me, and she warned me that Mom might not be quite herself, but I didn't listen. And then when I did see Mom, she was more or less unresponsive, and it was clear that the events of that awful night had crushed her soul. Now, twenty years later, not much has changed. To all intents and purposes, I lost both my parents that night. 
 
    Finally, figuring that I need to try something else, I reach over and gently touch her old, veiny hand. 
 
    “Mom -” 
 
    Suddenly she looks down at her hand, as if she's shocked to feel my presence. 
 
    “Mom, it's me,” I continue. “I know this must be hard for you, but you're the only one who can help me. It's been twenty years and I need to talk about what happened that night. I think I've finally started to remember things. I've started to remember something I saw in the house. A little girl. At least, I think I saw her, but I can't be certain. Mom, please, can you start by looking at me?” 
 
    She stares at my hand as it rests on hers, and then slowly she looks back toward the window. A moment later she slips her hand free, as if she no longer wants to be touched. 
 
    “Is she drugged?” I ask, turning to the nurse. “Is that why she's like this?” 
 
    “She's not on anything that would knock her out to this extent,” she replies. “She could speak if that's what she wanted.” 
 
    Turning back to Mom, I can't help thinking that she has to be in there somewhere. 
 
    “Gran died a few years ago,” I tell her, hoping against hope that I might somehow shake her out of herself. “I don't know if anyone told you that, but she died in her sleep. I'm married now, to a really great guy named Brad. We just moved back to Railham, actually. To the old house. I know that might seem crazy, but I told myself I wanted to prove that I'd moved on from everything that Dad did. The problem is, now I feel like I can't shake the past at all.” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, I realize that I just referred to my father as Dad for the first time in years. A shiver runs through my chest, and I remind myself to be more careful. 
 
    “Brad's a really great guy,” I continue. “I think you'd like him. Maybe you can meet him one day, if you ever want to, or if you're feeling better.” I force a smile, but I already feel as if this attempted conversation is going nowhere. “I need to talk to you about what happened on the night of August 30th 1997. That was twenty years ago, Mom. You've been in this hospital for twenty years, and I'm so sorry I never came to see you, but now I really need you to tell me what happened.” 
 
    I reach for her hand again, but she pulls away. 
 
    “I need to know about Mo Garvey,” I add. “I need -” 
 
    Suddenly she lets out a faint, low groan. I glance at the nurse, but she simply nods as if she wants me to continue. Turning back to Mom, I swear I can see a little more of a twitch in her eyes. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about Mo Garvey,” I continue. “I know Dad... I mean, I know my father, Michael Blaine, lost his mind. I know it turned out that he was the one who killed Mo. I also know that I thought I saw her, I thought she was in my room. Did I see some photos of her body, Mom? Is that what happened? Did my father leave some photos around, and I saw them and then I got scared?” 
 
    Her mouth moves slightly, as if she might be about to say something, but she remains silent. Still, I feel as if maybe I'm starting to draw her out, and I can't stop now. 
 
    “Did I think I saw Mo Garvey in the house?” I ask. “I think I remember that, but I can't be sure. Did I hallucinate, and did that somehow make my father angry? I know he was a bad person, Mom, I know he'd lost his mind by that point. I also know what he did, and I'm not trying to make apologies for him or in any way make him seem better. I just need to know the truth and -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I realize that she's started groaning again. Her lips are twitching too, and finally I lean closer and listen to what sounds like a vague, guttural attempt to speak. 
 
    “Mom? Can you say that a little louder?” 
 
    I wait, but she's still mumbling too softly. 
 
    “Is it about Mo Garvey?” I continue. “Mom, please, you're the only person who can help me. I feel like I'm losing my mind.” 
 
    Again I wait, but again she doesn't respond. 
 
    “Did I see her, Mom?” I ask finally. “Did I see Mo Garvey's ghost?” 
 
    Suddenly she turns to me. 
 
    “Mom -” 
 
    “You look like him,” she stammers. 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    She stares at me with a hint of wonder in her expression, as if she can't quite believe what she's seeing. 
 
    “You look like him,” she says again, tilting her head slightly. “You didn't before, but you do now. You have his eyes, and his mouth, and the shape of his face. It's like looking at a...” 
 
    Her voice trails off. 
 
    “That's great,” I reply, feeling distinctly uncomfortable, “but I actually came to talk to you about -” 
 
    “You look so much like him,” she continues. “I never thought I'd see his face again, but now that you're sitting in front of me, it's almost as if...” 
 
    Again, her voice fades away, but now her eyes are starting to twitch slightly. 
 
    I take a deep breath, trying to reset my thoughts. 
 
    “I came to ask you about the past,” I reply, trying to stay calm as the nurse comes closer with the two guards right behind her. “I know it's been a long time, but -” 
 
    “Why did you have to look like him?” she snaps suddenly. “Don't you know what he did?” 
 
    “I do, but -” 
 
    “You have his eyes!” she sneers. “It's like he's sitting right in front of me!” 
 
    “I can't do anything about that,” I reply, before seeing that the nurse is preparing a syringe. “Mom, I need you to talk to me. I need you to tell me what really happened. I thought I could just remember the parts I wanted to remember, but now I know I was wrong. I need to know everything that happened.” Rolling my sleeve up, I show her the scar on my arm. “Maybe we can start with this. How did I get this scar? Why -” 
 
    “He was a murderer!” she hisses, her eyes suddenly filled with anger. “He ruined my life! I'm here because of him! He saw that dead little girl, and you saw her too! You have the same eyes!” 
 
    “I claimed to have seen Mo Garvey? Are you sure?” 
 
    “He ruined everything,” she continues, leaning forward while keeping her eyes fixed on me. She seems almost conspiratorial now, as if she thinks she's sharing some deep, profound secret. “We could have lived long, happy lives, but he took everything we'd built and he turned it to crap! He brought blood and lies into our home!” 
 
    “Mom -” 
 
    “And you look like him,” she whimpers. “After all these years, you look just like him.” 
 
    “We're going to need to cut this short,” the nurse says to the guards as they come over. “It's not -” 
 
    “He's a monster!” Mom screams suddenly, lunging at me and landing on my chest, tipping my chair over and sending me crashing down to the ground. As the guards try to pull her away, she starts scratching at my face and spitting. “You're just like him!” she shouts. “You're going to do all the same things he did! I can see it in your face!” 
 
    “Stop!” I scream, but her fury is relentless and her jagged fingernails are cutting through my flesh. 
 
    My eyes. 
 
    She's trying to get to my eyes. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “Michael! Hold on!” 
 
    As I open my car door, I turn and see that Lenny is hurrying toward me, huffing and puffing as he struggles along the sidewalk. 
 
    “Michael,” he stammers breathlessly as he reaches me, “I just -” 
 
    “This is your fault!” I yell, grabbing him by the collar and slamming him against the side of the car. “That pervert is on the loose and it's all your fault!” 
 
    “I'm holding my hands up to this one,” he replies, literally holding his hands up in mock surrender. “Michael, I was wrong and you were right. I thought I could keep Neil under control, but obviously I was mistaken. We can figure out the rest later, but for now I'm begging you to let me help track him down. I know Neil better than anyone else, I might be able to help you figure out where he's gone.” 
 
    “I'm going to have you thrown out of office for this!” I snap. 
 
    “I deserve all of that and more,” he continues, “but please, let's just prioritize catching him first.” He pauses for a moment, as if he half expects me to punch him. “I heard he was loitering outside Graham Brown's house. I swear to you, Mike, I had no idea he'd go after another little girl. I tried to drill some sense into him and he promised he'd come to me first if he felt the urge again. I know it was the wrong thing to do, but I've been his friend since we were kids. I had to try to help him. Please, even though I was wrong, you have to at least understand. He was my buddy! You have to understand!” 
 
    “I understand that I let you talk me into doing the wrong thing,” I reply, letting go of his collar and taking a step back. “I swear to God, if he hurts anyone else...” 
 
    “He won't,” Lenny splutters, slowly lowering his hands. “We still have time to track him down and figure out where he's gone. The man's basically a coward, Michael. He's a nasty, vindictive coward.” 
 
    “I can see why you got on so well with him, then,” I reply. 
 
    “There are some places we can look,” he tells me, clearly in a state of panic. “Let me come along in the car and I'll show you. Neil's a creature of habit, I guarantee that he's trying to stay out of sight at one of about half a dozen locations. He probably thinks this'll all blow over in a day or two, and that he can waltz back into town and act like nothing happened. I guess he thinks you don't have any solid evidence against him.” He pauses for a moment. “Well? Do you have any evidence?” 
 
    “I have plenty,” I lie. 
 
    He nods. “That's what I thought. So now we have to go find him.” 
 
    Stepping around to the other side of my car, he pulls the passenger-side door open. 
 
    “I should have listened to you from the start, Michael,” he adds, his voice trembling slightly with rage. “Please, help me correct the mistake I made. Help me correct the mistakes we both made.” 
 
    “Fine,” I reply, “you can come with me. But after we've found Neil, we're all going to tell the truth. About everything.” 
 
    “Of course, Michael. Anything you say.” 
 
    “This ends,” I add, feeling a shudder pass through my chest. “All of it. The lies, the protection, the cover-ups. It all ends tonight.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We really don't know if it was him or not,” Harry says over the radio, as I turn the car onto Allenby Road. “Mrs. Percival thinks she saw someone running across her back yard, but she said it might have been a badger. She asked us to go to her place and check it out either way.” 
 
    “I doubt Neil's moving about too much,” Lenny suggests. “I honestly believe he'll have holed up somewhere.” 
 
    “Go check it out,” I tell Harry, as I take the next left onto my own street. “Check any report that comes in, no matter how minor it might seem. Neil Bloom has to be considered armed and dangerous, so get everyone on the case that you can.” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss, but -” 
 
    “I'll explain everything later, Harry! Just find him!” 
 
    “He's not armed and dangerous,” Lenny mutters as I cut the link to Harry. “He's unarmed and frightened.” 
 
    “Tell that to Mo Garvey.” 
 
    “Mo Garvey was a special case.” 
 
    “Mo Garvey was a defenseless little girl!” I spit back at him. “I saw her injuries! I saw what he did to her!” 
 
    “And yet you still went along with my way of fixing things.” 
 
    Slamming my foot against the brake pedal, I bring the car screeching to a halt as I turn to him. 
 
    “Don't act holier than holy, Michael,” he continues. “You agreed to let me take care of Neil Bloom. Maybe what I did wasn't what you expected, but you've always been more than willing to bend the rules.” 
 
    “It's one thing to toss a few parking tickets,” I reply. “It's another to let a murderer walk free.” 
 
    “Then why didn't you arrest him when he showed up again?” he asks. “Sure, it'd have meant some egg on your face, and you'd have had to explain why you'd initially confirmed that the drifter was the killer, but none of that would've really mattered, would it? Not if it meant putting Neil Bloom behind bars.” 
 
    “I thought you were dealing with it!” 
 
    “You thought I was going to kill him.” 
 
    “I thought -” 
 
    “You thought I was going to kill Neil Bloom for you,” he continues, “and you were fine with that. You thought I was going to make everything neat and tidy, and you were willing to go along with it all.” 
 
    “I was wrong!” 
 
    “Damn straight you were, but that doesn't change the fact that -” 
 
    Suddenly he seems to spot something behind me. 
 
    Turning, I look out along the dark street, and it takes me a moment to realize what's wrong. My house is opposite, and the front door has been left wide open. 
 
    “Michael,” Lenny says cautiously, as the color drains from his face, “I think maybe you should check on Louisa and your little girl.” 
 
    Clambering out of the car, I race across the street and over to the front door. The house has been left in darkness, but as soon as I get inside I spot a figure slumped on the floor. Racing to her side, I drop to my knees and see that Louisa is unconscious. There's a heavy bruise on one side of her head, but to my immense relief I quickly manage to find a pulse when I press two fingers against the side of her neck. 
 
    “Where's Alex?” I shout, nudging her arm before realizing that she's out cold. Panicking, I shake her by the shoulder. “Louisa! Where's Alex?” 
 
    Getting to my feet, I hurry to the bottom of the stairs and start making my way up. 
 
    “Alex!” I yell. “Alex, it's Daddy! Alex, where are you?” 
 
    Rushing into her room, I see that her bed-sheets are all over the floor. I crouch down and look under the bed, but there's no sign of her there either. Just as I'm about to get to my feet, I spot three syringes on the floor, and when I pick them up I find that they're all empty. 
 
    “Alex,” I whisper, as I feel a cold chill pass through my chest. “Please God, no...” 
 
    Stumbling to my feet, I race out onto the landing and then through to the master bedroom, where I find that most of the items from Louisa's dressing table have been shoved onto the floor. Heading back out, I start to notice other signs of a struggle, and by the time I get to the top of the stairs I see that Lenny is entering the house. 
 
    “What happened?” he calls up to me. 
 
    For a moment, frozen by shock, I can't even reply. I simply stand at the top of the stairs, convinced that somehow this can't really be happening, that at any moment Alex will coming out of hiding and Louisa will get up off the floor and this will turn out to be nothing more than a nightmare. 
 
    Finally, however, I stumble back down the stairs and hurry over to Louisa, and then once again I drop to my knees and try to wake her up. 
 
    “What happened here, Michael?” Lenny asks, and I can hear the fear in his voice. 
 
    Before I can answer, Louisa's eyes start to flicker open, although it takes a couple of seconds before she's able to focus on me. 
 
    “Louisa -” 
 
    “Where's Alex?” she gasps, sitting up and looking around. “He was after Alex!” She turns back to me, and I can see the fear in her eyes. “It was Neil Bloom!” she stammers. “Mike, Neil Bloom came to the house! He said something about you spoiling his fun tonight, and then he hit me and...” 
 
    Her voice trails off as tears start streaming down her face, and then suddenly she gets to her feet and starts racing up the stairs. 
 
    “All units!” I shout, grabbing my radio. “I need you to block every route out of town and find Neil Bloom! He's taken my daughter!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “We've got her sedated now,” Doctor Carrimore says as she comes back into her office. “I'm sorry, but you won't be able to speak to your mother again today. We'll have to figure out a time when she might be more receptive.” 
 
    Staring at the scar on my right arm, I can't help replaying Mom's attack over and over again. I came here hoping that she'd give me answers, that maybe she'd explain how I ended up with this scar and then she'd tell me everything that happened twenty years ago. Instead, I was simply given a demonstration of the fact that even today – even two decades after that awful night – her hatred for my father remains undimmed. 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    Startled, I look up at the doctor. 
 
    “I heard what your mother said to you,” she continues, “and I really want you to remember that you can't take her words at face value. She's almost certainly disorientated and -” 
 
    “She hates him,” I point out. “And it's as if that hatred has consumed her.” 
 
    “Your mother went through a very traumatic experience. Twenty years might seem like a long time, and you might think she should have recovered by now, but in all honesty she's made very little progress since she first came here. In many ways, I think she's probably still processing her experiences as if they happened yesterday.” 
 
    “She said I saw Mo Garvey,” I reply. “That can't be right, though. Mo Garvey was dead.” 
 
    “Your mother is very confused.” 
 
    “But she was adamant!” I continue. “She said my father and I both saw her.” 
 
    “I don't think you should go picking through every word that came from your mother's mouth,” she replies. “You'll end up over-analyzing the situation until you no longer know what's real and what's part of her delusion.” 
 
    “But I -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I see the dead girl again, flashing briefly in my mind's eye. She's standing in the corner of my bedroom, except after a moment I realize that this time something's different. It's not my old bedroom from when I was a child; instead, it's the master bedroom, the room that I share with Brad. The image is already fading, but it was as if I momentarily experienced a more recent memory, and a shiver runs up my spine as I realize that I think I might have seen her another time too. 
 
    The cemetery. 
 
    I have a really clear image of that dead, ravaged little girl standing in the dark cemetery. 
 
    I was talking to her, and she was hold my hand. I've seen her several times since Brad and I moved back to the house, but I forgot until now. I thought it was only my older memories that were lost, but now I'm starting to realize that my mind was blocking more recent events too. 
 
    “I have to go,” I stammer, getting to my feet and heading to the door. 
 
    “Alex, wait! I'm worried that you're reacting very emotionally to your mother's outburst.” 
 
    “Damn straight I am,” I reply, hurrying into the corridor and making for the reception area at the far end. 
 
    “Your mother is a very damaged woman,” Doctor Carrimore continues, struggling to keep up with me. “It would be decidedly unwise to pay too much attention to the things she came out with, or to assume that they're based on anything more than a grain of truth.” 
 
    “I know she's damaged,” I reply, “and I have to find out what caused that. All the reports I've read state that she was virtually catatonic from the moment my father died.” 
 
    “That's right, and -” 
 
    “There has to be a reason for that.” 
 
    “I think it's established that your father's breakdown was extremely traumatic for both of you.” 
 
    “It's more than that,” I reply, reaching the double doors and pushing them open. Hurrying past the reception desk, I head out into the parking lot. “She knows the truth and it destroyed her.” 
 
    “Alex, please!” Doctor Carrimore calls after me. “This is what I warned you about. Your mother can't distinguish between fantasy and reality. Alex, wait!” 
 
    Reaching my car, I quickly open the door and climb inside. I thought my mother might be able to give me some answers, but it's clear that I've hit a dead-end with her. Instead, I have to go and find the one person who should be able to tell me exactly what happened. Even if I don't like what he has to say. 
 
    After twenty years, I finally need to know the truth. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “I want you to be no more than twenty meters apart,” I explain, as the members of the search party gather around the map that I've laid out on the patrol car's hood. “Move through the forest at a slow and steady pace, and make sure you check every inch.” 
 
    “But what makes you think Neil would have brought Alex here?” Harry asks. 
 
    “Habit,” I reply. “He's always been a man of habit, and we believe he brought Mo Garvey to this part of the forest when he...” 
 
    My voice trails off, and for a moment I think back to the horrific sight of that poor little girl's body on the forest floor. Her eyes. Her mouth. Her ears. The damage to her chest, and the damage further down as well. If we don't find this monster soon, he'll do the same things to my little girl. 
 
    “Just take my word for it,” I continue finally. “Neil Bloom has lived in the same house all his life, he's done the same job, and he barely even buys new clothes. The man does the same thing over and over whenever possible, and I'm certain he'll have brought Alex here. While you're all searching the forest, I'm going to lead a team to the river. Neil likes to go fishing, he knows that area well. I'll explain the rest later, but for now there's no time to lose. I need you all to get moving!” 
 
    “We'll find her,” Harry says as the others set off. “I promise, boss. I don't know how, not yet, but we'll find her and she'll be safe and well.” 
 
    “She'd better be,” I reply. “Now get out of here. And remember to call me if you see or hear anything that seems even remotely suspicious.” 
 
    “How's Louisa doing at the hospital?” 
 
    “She's getting the treatment she needs. Now move!” 
 
    He hesitates, as if there's something else he wants to ask. 
 
    “Harry,” I continue, “please -” 
 
    “You lied to me, didn't you?” he says suddenly. 
 
    “Harry -” 
 
    “That surveillance tape was right,” he continues. “The drifter wasn't the one who killed Mo Garvey. Why did you lie to me, Mike? Why did you try to cover it up?” 
 
    “You don't understand.” 
 
    “I thought you were on the right side. I thought you cared about the truth, and about justice. I looked up to you. I wanted to be like you!” 
 
    “I don't have time to talk to you about this,” I tell him. “Harry, my daughter is missing and the only thing that matters right now is finding her. I'll tell you anything you want once we've found Alex, but right now I need you to focus on helping me figure out where Neil Bloom has taken her. Please, Harry, just help me on this one last thing.” 
 
    He pauses, before muttering something under his breath and turning away. 
 
    I watch as he hurries to catch the others, and then I look back down at the map. There's such a huge area to cover and sunrise won't come for a couple more hours yet. Finding Neil and Alex is going to be like searching for two needles in a vast haystack, but I refuse to fail. My little girl is out there somewhere, and I'm going to save her from that maniac. Somehow, I'm going to find her. 
 
    “I'll come with you,” Lenny says suddenly. 
 
    Turning, I have to hold back from punching the bastard. 
 
    “I can help,” he continues. “Like it or not, I know Neil well, and you might need someone like me on your side. Please, Michael, put aside your personal feelings and let me do what I can. We both want to correct our past mistakes. Having me with you could mean the difference between life and death for your little girl.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “Harry Bischoff?” 
 
    As soon as he opens the door, I can tell that he knows who I am. Having driven through the rain, I came straight to Harry's door when I got back to town. I didn't even go home first, I just sent Brad a message telling him I'd be a little late. After all, he'd never understand. He'd tell me to stop chasing shadows. Now it's almost 11pm and I'm standing on the doorstep of a complete stranger, as rain comes crashing down. I don't know this man, I didn't even know he existed until recently, but right now I think he's the only person in the whole world who can help me. 
 
    “You're the same Harry Bischoff who wrote that book about Mo Garvey, aren't you?” I continue. 
 
    He hesitates, before nodding. He looks startled, as if he's not used to strange women showing up at his house. I can't say I blame him, either. After all, I probably look like a complete mess right now. 
 
    “My name is -” 
 
    “Alex,” he replies, with a hint of fear in his voice. “I heard you were in town. I left a note in your mailbox the other day.” 
 
    “That was you?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” I continue, “I didn't read it all. I thought I didn't need to hear what you had to say, but now I have to know everything. Please, you have to help me.” 
 
    “You look so much like your father,” he replies, clearly in a state of shock. “In your eyes, and your cheeks, and your mouth and -” 
 
    “I need to know what happened twenty years ago,” I reply, interrupting him. “All of it. I need to know about Mo Garvey, and I need to know about the scar on my arm, and I need to know about my...” I pause for a moment, unable to quite get the words out. “I need to know about my father,” I manage finally. 
 
    He pauses for a moment, and then he shuffles back and opens his front door all the way, waiting for me to go inside. I hesitate for a few seconds, still terrified about what I might learn, still thinking that I could turn and run and never face any of this. Finally, however, I step into his dark house, and a moment later he swings the door shut. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “We should be with the others at the river,” I point out, as I continue to follow Lenny through the forest. “Why would Neil go to some old cabin that's been in his family for years? He must realize it's the first place we'd look!” 
 
    “Did you know about it before I told you?” 
 
    “No, but -” 
 
    “Exactly! Nobody does, but Neil showed me the place once.” He glances at me over his shoulder, and I can just about make out his face in the moonlight. “He's going to think that I'm on his side. The way he sees the world... I'm quite sure he thinks I'll protect him.” 
 
    “You did protect him!” 
 
    “And I'll pay for my mistakes,” he continues. “I'll make sure everyone knows it was my fault that Neil walked free. 
 
    “It was your fault,” I reply, before realizing that I can't blame him entirely. “And I went along with it,” I add. “Someone else can take my job once this case is over. I don't deserve the badge. Harry would be better, or pretty much anybody else. All I care about right now is finding my little girl and getting her home before anything bad happens to her.” 
 
    “Neil didn't mean to kill Mo, you know.” 
 
    “Sure he didn't.” 
 
    “He panicked, Michael. He drugged her. He thought he'd given her enough to make her sleep through the whole thing. He thought she'd wake up and never know what had happened to her. I know that sounds awful and foolish now, but -” 
 
    “It sounds evil!” I hiss. 
 
    “He didn't give her enough of the sedative, and when she woke up she panicked. And then Neil panicked, and somehow he lost control.” 
 
    “I read Tom Milford's report,” I reply through gritted teeth. “I know what he did to her, and I don't want to think about that while I'm searching for my own daughter. I just don't understand why he'd go after Alex. He must realize that I'll come after him. It's almost as if he's baiting me.” 
 
    “When the red mist descends,” Lenny replies, “Neil tends to do dumb things. That's always been one of his weaknesses. The rest of the time, he's a decent and -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, he looks straight ahead. 
 
    “There,” he continues. “There's a light in the cabin.” 
 
    Following his gaze, I see that he's right. A small cabin is standing beyond the trees, nestled in a clearing and silhouetted against the night sky, and I can just about make out the flash of a torch's beam swinging past one of the windows. 
 
    I immediately step forward, only for Lenny to grab my wrist. 
 
    “Wait!” he hisses. 
 
    “My daughter's in there!” 
 
    “I have to go alone.” 
 
    “The hell you will!” 
 
    “We don't want him to panic, Michael! That's when he makes mistakes. Please, you have to trust me, when it comes to Neil a softer approach is far more likely to work. You've already seen tonight that he reacts badly to you.” 
 
    “He kidnapped my daughter and assaulted my wife!” 
 
    “And I'll deal with him,” he continues. “For the love of God, Michael, give me two minutes before you come charging in there. That's all I ask. Two minutes will be enough time for me to make him understand that he has to let little Alex go unharmed. If I'm not out after two minutes, then by all means come in and do things your own way.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “He hasn't hurt her yet,” he adds. “We'd be able to hear her screams if he'd done that.” 
 
    “He knocked her out with drugs!” 
 
    “Trust me!” He holds my wrist tightly for a moment, before letting go, then he turns and starts making his way toward the cabin, leaving me feeling completely powerless. 
 
    Taking my gun from its holster, I check that it's ready to fire and then I watch as Lenny opens the cabin's door and steps inside. As soon as he's out of sight, I start making my way after him, and I swear to God it's going to take all my restraint to keep from ending Neil's miserable life as soon as I set eyes on him. In fact, the only thing holding me back is the knowledge that ignoring the rule of law is how we ended up in this mess in the first place. This time, Neil Bloom is going to rot in a cell and then he's going to face the full weight of the justice system and then - 
 
    Suddenly a figure steps out of the cabin, and I'm shocked to see that it's Lenny, carrying Alex's unconscious body. 
 
    “Alex!” I yell, racing forward and taking her from his arms. Turning her so that I can see better in the moonlight, I'm relieved to realize that her clothes are intact. A moment later, however, I see that there's a nasty cut on her right arm. 
 
    “Neil got a little confused,” Lenny explains. “It's not a deep cut.” 
 
    “What did he do to her?” 
 
    “He says it was an accident. He says when he was carrying her, her arm caught on a nail sticking out from the doorway. I believe him.” 
 
    “Alex, say something!” I stammer, gently tapping the side of her face. “Alex, it's Daddy! Wake up!” 
 
    “We got here just in time,” he continues. “Another half hour or so, and he would have started his... Well, let's just leave it at that. It's quite clear to me that something must have changed in Neil. He's no longer a man I can trust, and that means there must be consequences.” 
 
    “If he's touched her,” I stammer, with tears in my eyes, “I swear I'll make him pay!” 
 
    “He hasn't touched her, Michael.” 
 
    “He knocked my wife out!” 
 
    “And he'll pay for that.” 
 
    “He -” 
 
    Before I can finish, Neil steps out of the cabin. He glances back into the cabin, as if he's uncertain about something he's left in there, and then he turns to me. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” I hiss, with my drugged-out little girl still in my arms. Adjusting my hold of her slightly, I struggle to get my gun ready. 
 
    “I made a mistake,” he says, his voice trembling with fear. “I did an awful thing. I was about to hurt her, and I wouldn't have been able to stop myself. Thank God Lenny showed up.” 
 
    “You're going to spend the rest of your life in jail!” I tell him. 
 
    “I can explain!” 
 
    “The hell you can!” 
 
    I know I should just take him in, but I've never felt this kind of anger before. My finger's resting on the trigger, and my mind is already racing as I try to think of an excuse to shoot this bastard. I'm in charge around here, and I know deep down that nobody would question my actions too much, especially once they learned about Neil's crimes. Even if people suspected that I'd not acted entirely to defend myself, I think they'd quietly approve. And Railham would be safe. 
 
    I should just end this miserable monster's life right now. 
 
    “You don't know what it's been like,” he whimpers, raising his hands as if he expects mercy. There are tears in his eyes too, and he looks utterly pathetic. “I feel like I've been holding something in my whole life, and now it's bursting out and I don't know if I can stop it. I need help!” 
 
    “I don't think anyone can help you, Neil.” 
 
    I can't do this. I can't shoot a man in cold blood, not when he's got his hands up. At the same time, the desire to end his life is building, surging in my chest, and I don't know if I can hold back forever. Finally, slowly, while keeping Alex balanced in my arms, I aim the gun at Neil. 
 
    “Help me,” he whimpers suddenly. “Kill me.” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    “Please,” he continues, suddenly dropping to his knees, staring up at me with tear-filled eyes. “I'll do it again. I know I will. I'll do it again and again. I want you to stop me.” 
 
    My finger twitches, but not hard enough to pull the trigger. 
 
    “Please,” Neil sobs, before turning and looking back toward the cabin. “I'm sorry!” he shouts. “I couldn't -” 
 
    Suddenly a gunshot rings out and one side of Neil's head explodes, splattering blood across me as he slumps forward and hits the ground. Startled, I see that Lenny is standing behind him, holding a gun in his right hand. As I see a curl of smoke coming from the barrel of his gun, I start to lower my own. 
 
    Blood is running from what's left of Neil's head, flowing between pieces of broken skull. 
 
    “It was the only way,” Lenny explains calmly. “If he'd gone to jail, he'd only have taken up space.” 
 
    “Are you sure you weren't just worried he'd spill your dirty secrets?” I sneer. 
 
    “I just wish I'd done this sooner,” he continues. “I can only hope that perhaps Alex will be spared the memories of what happened to her tonight, or of what almost happened. I mean, kids are resilient, right?” 
 
    “You killed him,” I stammer, taking a step back. “You executed him!” 
 
    “I sure did. As if I hadn't done it, you would have.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Of course you would,” he says, rolling his eyes. “I saw it in you just now. Another few seconds and you'd have ended the bastard's miserable life. You should be thankful, Michael. Now I'm the one who has to live with the guilt, instead of you.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” I ask, before looking down at Alex and seeing that although she's still asleep, some of Neil's blood is on the side of her face. 
 
    I quickly wipe the blood away, desperate to get rid of every trace of this horrific night. 
 
    “You should take her home now,” Lenny says calmly. “Louisa should be home soon too. I understand that her injuries were mostly fairly superficial, and I assure you that little Alex is going to be quite alright. Children are so tough, aren't they? If she remembers any of this at all, she'll probably just think that it was a bad dream. You could help with that, Michael. You could encourage her to forget this entire nightmare.” 
 
    “I can't just let you get away with killing a man!” 
 
    “I'm not going to get away with it,” he replies. “For one thing, I don't think I'll ever stop replaying that moment in my mind. And for another, I'm quite sure that you'll bring the full weight of the law against me. But please, wait until tomorrow before you do that. Give me time to do what needs doing out here, and to sort out some other details. And then you can do whatever you wish with me, Michael, once it's all over.” 
 
    He pauses, before stepping closer and reaching out to brush his fingers against the side of Alex's face. 
 
    “Such a beautiful -” 
 
    “Don't touch her!” I hiss, taking another step back. “If you ever touch my daughter, I swear to God I will kill you, even if I have to spend the rest of my life in jail!” 
 
    He pulls back. 
 
    “You should go home,” he says after a moment. “You're getting emotional, Michael. Take the girl home, tuck her safe and sound into bed. She's drugged right now, and when that wears off she might feel groggy, so -” 
 
    “I don't need you to tell me how to look after my daughter!” I snap. “She'll be fine! And hopefully she won't remember any of this.” Looking down at her, I watch her sleeping face for a moment and then I see the deep cut on her right arm. If she ends up with a scar, I'll just have to come up with a fake explanation, and then I swear I'll make sure she never learns the truth. Reaching down, I wipe a little more of Neil Bloom's blood from the side of her face. 
 
    For as long as she lives, Alex will never have to know what almost happened to her tonight, and how close she came to suffering the same fate as Mo Garvey. Or that it was my fault. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “I was a deputy under your father,” Harry explains once we're in his front room, and once he's given me a towel so I can at least dry my hair. “That was all I ever wanted. To help people. To help my town, and keep it safe. I wasn't a complicated man, I never wanted to be the boss. Being a deputy was enough. I was actually the first one out there to Valder's Wood when little Mo was found. I never forgot the sight of...” 
 
    He hesitates, and I can tell that this is difficult for him. 
 
    “Ah hell,” he adds with a sigh. “I thought writing about it was hard. Talking is a whole other ballgame.” 
 
    “Did my father kill Mo Garvey?” I ask. 
 
    He hesitates. 
 
    “He didn't, did he?” I continue, feeling a crushing weight in my chest. “It was all a lie.” 
 
    “I tried to get to the truth,” he explains. “I swear to you, I did everything I could, but people wanted to believe that it was over. They wanted to believe that there was no more evil in Railham.” 
 
    “They preferred a lie?” 
 
    “Your father was a good man,” he says after a moment. “Maybe the best I ever knew. He cared about this town and he dedicated his life to keeping us all safe. If he had a flaw, that was it. He cared so much, but he thought he could make everybody feel safe all the time. No-one can do that.” He pauses, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “Did you read the book I published?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I only found out about it yesterday.” 
 
    “Mo Garvey was murdered by a local man named Neil Bloom,” he continues. “Neil was a timber merchant by day and an amateur stock trader by night. He was part of the scenery around here. A popular man. Turns out, he'd lived his whole life trying to suppress these urges he felt whenever he was around little kids. Little girls, specifically. No-one knew, or at least I think no-one knew, but then one night it all came bursting out. From what I can tell, he happened to find Mo Garvey wandering alone near the forest, and he seized the opportunity. A lifetime of repressed desire came untapped.” 
 
    “He kidnapped her?” 
 
    “And more.” 
 
    “What kind of more?” 
 
    “You don't want to know. Whatever you can guess, I promise you it was worse.” 
 
    Feeling a shudder pass through my chest, I look down at the cup of tea Harry prepared for me. 
 
    “I saw her body in Doc Milford's exam room,” he continues. “She was resting on that tray of cold steel. One side of her chest was so badly beaten, so bruised and battered, I doubt there was still an intact bone to be found. And the things he'd done to her face were shocking. I had trouble holding myself together. When your father and Doc Milford left the room, I wept.” Reaching up, he touches the side of his cheek. “Her eye sockets were -” 
 
    “I know,” I reply, not really wanting him to go into details. “I saw the photos.” 
 
    “You mean the ones that leaked online?” 
 
    “I'd already seen them before somehow. I remember what her face looked like from when I was a kid.” 
 
    “Well, that shouldn't be the case,” he replies. “You should never have seen her back then. No-one should.” 
 
    “I guess my father left some photos around the house.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Your father was a good and honest man, and he sure as hell wasn't careless.” 
 
    “It's okay,” I reply, “you don't need to lie. I've heard enough about my father over the years to know that he was a bad person.” 
 
    “No,” he continues, shaking his head. “You're wrong. What happened to your father, what was done to his name, was sickening. That man -” 
 
    “I didn't come here to talk about him,” I say firmly. 
 
    “He was excoriated,” he stammers, as a tear runs down his cheek. “I tried to speak up, I tried to defend him, but your father's name was dragged through the mud and he was blamed for everything bad that happened in this town! Mayor Johnson, all the -” 
 
    “I don't need to know this.” 
 
    “Yes, you do! Your father -” 
 
    “My father was a monster!” I snap, before forcing myself to back off a little. “My father lost his mind and murdered three innocent people, and -” 
 
    “No, he didn't.” He sighs. “I can't tell you half the story, Alex. It's all or nothing.” 
 
    “Can we please just talk about Mo Garvey, and about what happened back then?” 
 
    He pauses for a moment, before looking at my right arm. 
 
    “That scar was caused by a nail,” he says cautiously, “that ripped your skin while you were being carried into a cabin by Neil Bloom.” 
 
    I feel a shudder run through my chest. 
 
    “No,” I stammer finally. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “You said Neil Bloom killed Mo Garvey,” I point out, but now my voice is trembling with fear. “Why would he have been anywhere near me?” 
 
    “Neil Bloom abducted you from your home. He knocked your mother unconscious and took you, after your father had stopped him taking another girl. Your father went after him and got you back before Neil could do anything to you, but if he hadn't, or if he'd been just an hour or two later...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “I wasn't kidnapped,” I tell him, with tears in my eyes. “I'd know if that had happened. I'd remember.” 
 
    “History states,” Harry continues, “that your father, Sheriff Michael Blaine, shot Neil Bloom and then lost his mind. That he killed Lenny Johnson and a couple of other men, and that he'd already killed Mo Garvey. But that version couldn't be further from the truth. I can't claim to know exactly what happened at your house on that awful night when your father died, but I know in my heart that he was no murderer.” 
 
    “Everyone says he was a killer,” I point out, with tears in my eyes. “That's all I've heard for the past twenty years.” 
 
    “I'm telling you the truth,” he continues. “I knew Michael. He was one of my best friends, and I saw how devoted he was to you, and to your mother. Now, like I said, I don't know exactly what happened on that final night, on August 30th 1997, but I've pieced together as much as I can, and I've come up with the most likely scenario. The only problem is that in order to accept it as true, you have to be able to believe in something that might be something of a challenge.” 
 
    “And what's that?” 
 
    He stares at me for a moment, and I can see that he's worried about continuing. 
 
    “Tell me something,” he adds finally. “Do you believe in ghosts?” 
 
    “What kind of ghosts?” 
 
    “People who come back from the dead,” he continues, shuffling closer to me. “People who die horrible, painful deaths and then come back for revenge.” 
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    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
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    “She's going to be fine,” Tom Milford says as he finishes examining the wound on Alex's arm. “She might have a headache when she wakes up, she might be a little disorientated, but that's from the sedative he gave her. She might even vomit, but the important thing is that there'll be no long-term side-effects.” 
 
    “Maybe not physically,” I whisper, staring at Alex's sleeping face. “What about mentally?” 
 
    He dabs at the wound one more time with a swab, before gently rearranging the bed-sheets until they cover her body up to the chest. 
 
    “There'll probably be a scar,” he continues, “but all kids have scars. I mean, Diane and I never had any of our own, but every kid who's ever come into my surgery has had some kind of scar. It's part of growing up. You can just invent a cute little story for her to believe.” 
 
    He turns and smiles at me, but I don't feel much like smiling. As I stare down at Alex's face, I can't help thinking about what might have happened to her if I hadn't reached the cabin in time. In my mind's eye, I keep seeing the damage that Neil Bloom caused to Mo Garvey before he killed her, and the thought of something similar happening to my little girl is too much to contemplate. At the same time, for some reason I can't stop imagining her screaming in that cabin, desperately trying and failing to fight Neil away. 
 
    “We'll go to hell for what we did,” Tom says suddenly. 
 
    I turn to him. 
 
    “The moment we agreed to let Lenny Johnson deal with Neil Bloom,” he continues, “we forfeited any right to call ourselves good men. But for the grace of God, Neil would have killed again.” 
 
    I pause, before nodding. There's a grinding sense of anger in my belly, and I feel as if I want to tear his goddamn head from his body. 
 
    “This little girl knows nothing of what happened,” he points out, turning back to look at Alex. “She's innocent. Pure. If you want my advice, Michael, you and Louisa will take her away from Railham. If there's even the slightest chance that any of this darkness might come back to touch her again, you have to get her away. Even if she doesn't remember the details, she might sense them somehow. You have to get her out of here.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    It's true. I do know. He's right. 
 
    “Did he touch her?” I ask. 
 
    “Michael -” 
 
    “Did he touch her?” I ask again, this time with tears in my eyes. 
 
    “Alex is going to be fine.” 
 
    “You already told me that. But did he touch her when he had her in the cabin? Did he do anything to her?” 
 
    He hesitates, as if he doesn't want to answer that question. 
 
    “There's no sign of anything,” he says finally. “I can't completely rule out some kind of disturbance, but there's certainly nothing that left a mark. She has absolutely no injuries, no sign of tampering anywhere, and she would certainly have been unconscious. As far as I can tell, he hadn't had a chance to get started yet.” 
 
    “But you can't be sure?” 
 
    “Michael, I can't prove a negative.” 
 
    Stepping closer to Alex, I look down at her. Just the thought that she could have been hurt makes me want to take my gun and deal with anyone who might have enabled this. Unfortunately, even as my anger continues to grow and grow, I already know that there's one person whose culpability angers me the most. 
 
    I could have made sure that nothing like this happened. 
 
    “Lenny Johnson can't be trusted,” Tom continues. “Michael, take this advice from someone who knows how things work in this town. Lenny Johnson is not your friend. He's the biggest fish in this pond, but he only has power in Railham. Take your family away from here, and he can't reach you. That's the rub, really. You don't have to fight him. Just walk away and leave him here.” 
 
    “I'm the sheriff,” I point out, although I can already feel the fear in my gut. “He wouldn't do anything to me. He can't do anything to me.” 
 
    “Don't think like that, Michael. Lenny will do what suits Lenny, and that man has a long history of burying people who get in his way. You already know too much. We both know too much, and that means that Lenny is going to be thinking about whether or not he can trust us.” He pauses. “He knows he can trust me. For better or for worse, he knows he's got me wrapped around his little finger, but I don't think the same applies to you. He's going to be wondering about your loyalty, and I think you and I both know what conclusion he'll draw.” 
 
    I want to tell him that he's crazy, but a moment later I hear the front door start to open. I was supposed to call the hospital and check on Louisa, but suddenly I hear her calling out to me. 
 
    “You know what you have to do,” Tom continues, getting up from the bed and taking his bag from Alex's desk. “Every second you delay, is another second you're keeping yourself in danger. Leave us all behind, and take your family, and get the hell out of town.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Leave?” Louisa replies, clearly shocked by the idea. “What are you talking about? Michael, we can't leave our home!” 
 
    “We have to,” I tell her, stepping over and placing my hands on the sides of her arms, hoping to somehow make her see reason. “I'll explain later, but right now you need to trust me. This isn't our home anymore. You were attacked here, and our daughter -” 
 
    “That was Neil Bloom,” she continues, interrupting me, “and he's dead now. You told me he's dead!” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “Then there has to be something you're not telling me.” 
 
    “Let's just pack a bag,” I reply, “and get out of here. We can go and stay with your mother for a while. You've been saying you want to see her, so let's go. We can figure everything else out once we're on the road, but staying in Railham is not an option.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Just trust me on this!” 
 
    “Michael, I didn't check myself out of hospital just so I could come home and be -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a creak on the stairs, and we both turn to see a tired-looking Alex coming down, rubbing her eyes as if she's barely awake. 
 
    “My head hurts,” she whimpers, “and I feel funny.” 
 
    “That's okay, darling,” Louisa says, hurrying over to her and crouching down to give her a hug. “You're my brave little girl and everything's going to be alright.” She pulls her tight and then looks over Alex's shoulder, staring straight at me. “You're home now, Alex. Everything's going to be alright.” 
 
    “My tummy feels funny.” 
 
    “Well, then we'd better fill it with your favorite food. Do you want some ice cream?” 
 
    “It's not dinnertime. I'm not allowed ice cream for breakfast.” 
 
    She pauses, as if a glimmer of hope is starting to stir in her chest. 
 
    “Am I?” she adds cautiously. 
 
    “You are today,” Louisa replies, clearly desperate to make her feel better, as if she thinks a few scoops of ice cream will make everything alright. Getting to her feet, she heads toward the open doorway. “I'll get both tubs and you can choose whatever flavors you want. Daddy and I might even have some with you.” 
 
    Once she's in the kitchen, I watch as Alex examines the bandage on her arm. She's furrowing her brow, as if she's in pain, but as each second passes I can't help worrying that somehow, deep down, she knows what happened. 
 
    “You caught it,” I tell her. 
 
    She turns to me, and I swear I can see a hint of suspicion in her eyes. Tom Milford promised me that she was completely unconscious for the whole time she was out of the house, and that she likely wouldn't remember Neil coming in and taking her, but I can't help wondering whether she somehow senses that a bad thing happened. 
 
    “You caught your arm,” I continue, stepping over to her and sitting on one of the chairs. “Sweetheart, what's the last thing you remember before you woke up just now?” 
 
    She rubs her eyes again. 
 
    “Just tell me, Alex. What do you remember?” 
 
    “I remember going to bed,” she says sleepily. 
 
    “And nothing after that?” 
 
    She pauses for a moment, just long enough to make me worry, and then she shakes her head. 
 
    “Well, that's good,” I continue, feeling a rush of relief as I realize that at least she hopefully won't be haunted by memories of her ordeal. “Daddy's going to look after you. In fact, I was thinking of taking you and Mommy on a road trip. Would you like that? We can go tonight, or first thing in the morning, and visit your grandmother.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it'd be fun!” 
 
    “You don't like Grammy,” she points out. 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “She doesn't like you either.” 
 
    “We can even think about moving to live somewhere else,” I continue, feeling a flutter of desperation. Maybe if I can get Alex on my side, we can persuade Louisa together. “Would you like to live somewhere else? Somewhere prettier?” 
 
    “We've always lived here.” 
 
    “That doesn't mean we can't go somewhere else.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    I tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “Somewhere far, far away.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “This house isn't good anymore,” I reply, before I even have time to wonder whether I should be saying those words. “We shouldn't be here.” 
 
    She stares at me, before looking up toward the ceiling. Again, she seems lost in thought, and this time I stay silent and watch her eyes. Maybe I'm imagining things, but I swear I can see a slow, growing sense of fear. 
 
    “Just let Alex rest,” Louisa says suddenly as she comes through with two tubs of ice cream. She casts a disapproving glance my way, and I can tell that she doesn't want any more talk today about leaving Railham. “Don't you think she's been through enough? We all have. In case you didn't notice, Michael, we're the ones who were home last night when Neil Bloom showed up. You were out, and we were here. So if we're okay to stay, then maybe you should just stop forcing the issue.” 
 
    “We're leaving,” I tell her. 
 
    “Of course we're not leaving,” she mutters, setting one of the tubs in front of me. “Everything's fine. Now just -” 
 
    “I'm not letting Alex stay here!” I shout, pushing the tub away until it falls to the floor. “You have no idea what nearly happened to her tonight! I'm not staying in this town for one second longer than I have to!” 
 
    “I'm going to get some spoons,” she replies, before turning and heading to the doorway. “We'll need bowls too.” 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” I whisper, as I start to realize that maybe I should be honest with my wife. “We -” 
 
    Suddenly Alex makes a retching sound, and I turn to her just as she doubles over and vomits. Tom said this might happen, but I can't help panicking as I put an arm around her and try to hold her steady. 
 
    “It's okay,” I stammer, trying not to let her hear the panic in my voice. “You're okay, Alex, I promise. You're going to be fine.” 
 
    “I don't want ice cream,” she replies, her voice sounding tense as if she might throw up again at any moment. “Can I go to bed?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “But Daddy,” she groans, as she wipes her mouth again, “first, can you make the little girl go away?” 
 
    “What little girl?” I ask. 
 
    “The one who's been in my bedroom for the past few days,” she continues, as she looks back up toward the ceiling with a fearful expression. “The one who doesn't have any eyes.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “I'll be home soon,” I tell Brad. “I'll explain everything when I get there.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks. “You sound upset.” 
 
    “It's complicated,” I reply, glancing across the room and seeing that Harry is looking out the window, watching the dark street. “I don't even understand it all myself, but -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I hear the doorbell ringing over the phone. 
 
    “Who the hell's here this late?” Brad mutters, followed by the sound of footsteps and then the creak of the front door opening. “Oh hey, what's up?” 
 
    “Who is it?” I ask. 
 
    “I've gotta go, Alex,” he continues. “Tom Milford's here. Just get home soon, okay?” 
 
    Once the call is over, I turn and look at Harry. 
 
    “The very last time I spoke to your father,” he says after a moment, “was when he called me up on that awful day. He was scared. He sounded like he was trapped, and he was talking about...” 
 
    I wait for him to finish that sentence, but he seems almost too scared to say another word. 
 
    “What was he talking about?” I ask finally. “Please, you have to tell me. I need to know.” 
 
    “He was talking about Mo Garvey,” he says, and now his voice is trembling with fear. “He said he'd seen Mo Garvey's ghost in your bedroom. He said she'd come for him.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    The top step creaks as I reach the landing. I can see the door to Alex's bedroom, left wide open, but the only sound comes from downstairs as Louisa continues to try getting some ice cream into the bowls. I don't blame my wife for fussing, and for wanting to pretend that everything's okay, but deep down I know that she's wrong. 
 
    And Alex is wrong. 
 
    She has to be wrong. 
 
    Even as I make my way toward the door to her bedroom, I keep telling myself that there's no way she could have actually seen Mo Garvey in our house. At the same time, her description of the dead girl was very accurate, even though it's impossible for her to have seen any photos. She claims that Mo has been standing in the corner of her room, and that she's seen her several times now. She says she even saw her just a couple of minutes ago, when she woke up alone. She mentioned something like this before, but I assumed she was just being an imaginative kid. Now, however, I can feel a cold, creeping sense of dread making its way up my spine. 
 
    Stopping in the doorway, I look into the room and see to my relief that there's no sign of anyone in the corner. 
 
    Of course there's no sign of anyone. I know that. 
 
    So why is my heart pounding so fast? 
 
    Making my way into the room, I look around, making absolutely sure that there's nobody hiding behind the door. I even crouch down and look under the bed, in case the ghost of Mo Garvey is playing hide-and-go-seek, but the whole idea is starting to feel more and more absurd by the second. As I get to my feet, I'm already starting to feel silly for letting Alex's crazy story get into my head. Frankly, given everything my daughter has been through over the past twenty-four hours, plus the fact that she probably picked up on my stress since Mo Garvey was found dead, it'd be a miracle if she hadn't started seeing things. 
 
    I guess that's another reason why we need to get out of this house. 
 
    Sighing, I turn to head back to the door. As I do so, however, I suddenly spot a figure in the corner of my eye. Glancing back toward the corner next to the window, I can already see that I'm alone in the room, but for a split second I swear there was a face staring at me. 
 
    Not just any face, either. 
 
    It looked like - 
 
    “No,” I whisper, trying to steady my thoughts and keep from falling down that particular rabbit-hole. 
 
    I wait a moment, but there's definitely no sign of anyone, even if I briefly thought I saw the face of Mo Garvey – bloodied and bruised, with gouged-out eye-sockets and a torn mouth – looking straight at me. 
 
    And then, suddenly, I realize the air in here seems very cold. Icy, even. At the same time, the patch of freezing air seems to move, brushing past my left side and then slipping away. I turn and look in that direction, and a moment later one of the floorboards creaks near the door. 
 
    This is all in my head. 
 
    I'm not - 
 
    Suddenly the door slams shut, with such force that the frame rattles and I take an involuntary step back. I wait half a heartbeat, just in case there's any sign of movement, and then I hurry to the door and pull it open. Once I'm out on the landing, I realize I can hear footsteps downstairs. 
 
    “Are you okay up there?” Louisa shouts. “Why are you slamming the doors?” 
 
    “I'm fine,” I reply, “I was just -” 
 
    Suddenly I feel the air temperature drop right behind me. I shudder and start to turn, but then I hesitate for a moment, scared of what I might see. 
 
    “Mike?” Louisa calls out. “Are you coming for ice cream?” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    I hesitate for a few more seconds, before finally forcing myself to look back toward the door. 
 
    Mo Garvey is standing right behind me, staring up at my face with her hollow, bloodied eye-sockets. Her mouth is wide open, with dried blood caked around her lips and chin, and she lets out a dry gasp as she steps toward me and reaches out. Her dirty, filth-encrusted hands press against my chest and I step back. She tries to follow, but her right leg seems to give way and she stumbles. Letting out another gasp, she reaches up and brushes a hand against my face. 
 
    Turning and hurrying to the top of the stairs, I almost trip over my own feet. 
 
    When I look over my shoulder, I half expect Mo to be gone, but she's not. 
 
    Gasping again, she stumbles toward me, and this time I can't help but notice that she's running her hands across the wall, as if she's having to feel her way toward me. Her leg gives way again and she almost falls, but she lets out a low groan as she reaches this way with her grasping, twitching hands. 
 
    I step back, as I realize that she can't actually see me. 
 
    Opening her mouth to cry out, she tries to grab my arm, but she misses and stumbles past me. As she groans again, I see thick, partially dried blood stretching across her gaping mouth, and I can just about make out the torn stub of her tongue, far back in her throat. 
 
    “Please,” I stammer, “just -” 
 
    As soon as those words leave my lips, they seem to draw her attention. She turns toward me and gasps again, stumbling this way just as I start backing down the stairs. Mo flails, desperately trying to grab me, but she quickly bumps against the railing and stops for a moment, as if she's trying to find me again. She seems frozen, waiting for some hint of where I've gone. 
 
    After a few seconds, I realize I'm holding my breath. 
 
    If I make so much as a tiny noise, she'll hear me. And if she hears me, she'll - 
 
    “Mike?” 
 
    Startled, I turn and see that Louisa is standing at the bottom of the stairs. I turn back to look up toward the landing, and to my surprise I find that there's suddenly no sign of Mo Garvey at all. 
 
    “Were you running just now?” Louisa asks. “It sounded like you were banging about up there.” 
 
    Before I can reply, Alex steps into view behind her, and I can once again see the fear in my daughter's eyes. As she looks at me, I swear I feel as if somehow she knows exactly what I just encountered. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I say finally, convinced that I must have imagined the whole thing. “I was just... I'm fine, I promise.” 
 
    “Did you see her?” Alex asks. 
 
    Louisa rolls her eyes. 
 
    “You did,” Alex continues, staring at me. “I told you she's real!” 
 
    “Come on, honey,” Louisa says, taking her hand and steering her back through to the kitchen. “Let's try to focus on other things, okay?” 
 
    “But Daddy saw her!” 
 
    “Do you want more ice cream? You can have one more scoop, and then that's it. How about we go to the park later? It's a nice day, we shouldn't spend all our time indoors. Ice cream and the park make everything better.” 
 
    I want to call out, to tell Alex that I did see something, but deep down I know that whatever I think I saw, it was all just in my head. Heading back up the stairs, I make my way to Alex's bedroom, but when I look through I can't help feeling as if the atmosphere seems lighter somehow, as if some kind of presence has lifted. A moment later, feeling my phone buzz, I slip it from my pocket and see Harry's name flashing on the screen. 
 
    “What have you got for me?” I ask, although I can immediately hear that my voice sounds a little frail and panicked. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he replies. 
 
    “Yeah, I...” 
 
    Staring at the corner by the window, I half expect to see Mo Garvey's face again. There's no sign of her, however, and I step back out onto the landing. I want to ask Harry about Neil Bloom, but at the same time I also feel as if I need to tell him what I just experienced. Just in case. 
 
    “It's all my fault,” I whisper. 
 
    “What did you just say?” 
 
    “It's all my fault,” I stammer again. “Harry, I need to tell you everything, but first I have to get my family out of here. For the next couple of hours, I need you to sit outside my house in a patrol car.” 
 
    “Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “I'll explain it all once I've got Louisa and Alex out of here, but right now I need you to get down here and sit outside. I need people to see that this house is protected.” 
 
    “Sure, boss,” he replies, “whatever you say.” 
 
    “And don't trust anyone else.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “Promise me!” 
 
    There's a pause on the other end of the line. I'm sure Harry thinks I'm a lunatic, but right now that doesn't matter. What matters is keeping my family safe. 
 
    “Sure,” he says finally. “Whatever you want, boss. You know you can always count on me.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-One 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “I remember that call as if it happened yesterday,” Harry says, staring into space as we sit in his front room. “Your father sounded as if he was scared for his life. He made me promise to sit outside the house. He made it sound like a matter of life and death.” 
 
    “Did he say why he wanted you to sit out there?” I ask. 
 
    “At the time, I thought he was being paranoid. I mean, he started rambling on about ghosts too, and at the time I figured that whole thing was just laughable. It was only later that I...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “That you what?” I ask after a few seconds. 
 
    “It's my fault,” he mutters, slumping into a chair and putting his face in his hands. “Michael told me not to trust anyone else, he made me promise, but I was so naive back then.” He looks up at me. “You have to believe me, Alex. I did my best. I just made one mistake. One dumb mistake. If I'd just kept my promise to your father, maybe nobody else would have been hurt. Maybe he'd still be here today.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “Please, don't hate me...” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “I sat out there for hours,” he explains, with tears in his eyes. “I did everything your father asked of me, for hours and hours, until well into the night. I would have stayed there too, except...” 
 
    His voice trails off for a moment. 
 
    “I thought I could trust him,” he adds. “Looking back now, I can't believe how stupid I was, but at the time I was young and I thought I could trust people. I thought the world was filled with good people. If I could go back to that night and knock some sense into my younger self -” 
 
    “What happened?” I ask, trying to stay calm even though I can feel the fear bubbling up through my chest. “I won't blame you! I won't hate you! I just need you to tell me!” 
 
    “I thought Lenny Johnson was a good man,” he replies. “I thought that of all the other people in Railham, he was someone I could trust. And because of my naivety, your father ended up dead. It's all my fault.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    We should have left by now. We should be hundreds of miles from Railham. But the only way to persuade Louisa to leave would have been to tell her the whole truth about what I did, and I never quite managed that. All day, I tried to think of some other way out, but I couldn't. And now, as I stand at the window and watch the dark street, I swear I can feel something bad coming this way. I need to figure out a way to persuade Louisa, without telling her the truth. 
 
    For maybe the fiftieth time today, I check that my gun is loaded. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there all night?” Louisa asks suddenly. 
 
    Turning, I see that she's in the doorway, silhouetted against the light of the kitchen. 
 
    “You're driving me nuts,” she continues. “I've got to say this, Michael. You're starting to seem a little bit like you're not quite okay in the head.” 
 
    “I'm fine.” 
 
    “There's a patrol car parked in the street outside.” 
 
    “I asked Harry to keep an eye on the place,” I reply. “Don't worry. I trust Harry with my life.” 
 
    “And you don't think that's a little excessive? Neil Bloom is dead, Michael.” 
 
    “It's not Neil Bloom I'm worried about. Not anymore.” 
 
    “Then who is it?” 
 
    Watching the street beyond the parked patrol car, I can't help waiting in case something moves in the shadows. No matter how much I try to tell myself that I'm being paranoid, and that Tom Milford's warning earlier was just a spot of scaremongering, I can't shake the feeling that Lenny Johnson has got plans for me. He must realize that he can't trust me, that I'm not one of his players in this town, and I doubt he got to his position by leaving anything to chance. Again, I need to find a way to persuade Louisa to leave town with me, but I can't bring myself to tell her the truth about what I've done. 
 
    “You're scaring me,” she says finally. 
 
    “You're perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Because of the gun you've got at your side? You've never been like this before, Michael.” 
 
    “My wife was never attacked in my home before,” I point out, still watching the street. “My daughter was never abducted by a maniac before.” 
 
    “A maniac who's dead now! I'm not going to let those events drive us from our home.” She pauses. “Is this linked to what happened to Mo Garvey? I keep thinking that you're not telling me everything. If you could just be honest, then maybe I can start to understand.” 
 
    I watch the street for a moment longer, but deep down I know that I have to handle this myself. If Lenny comes, I'll deal with him. The time to run was earlier. Maybe I have to stand my ground. Or maybe, just maybe, I'm overreacting and Lenny's not going to come for me at all. These thoughts keep cycling through my mind, pushing me in one direction and then another, and the result is that I feel paralyzed by indecision. 
 
    “You should go to bed,” I tell Louisa. 
 
    “It's barely nine.” 
 
    “Then watch TV. Read. Do something. I'll be along soon.” 
 
    “And in the meantime you're just going to stand there like that? Watching the street with your gun close by?” 
 
    “You don't understand,” I whisper. 
 
    I stand in silence for a moment, and then I hear her walking away. I turn and look toward the door, but now I can hear her in the kitchen and I guess it's better if she's not bugging me the whole time. I can't even begin to explain what's going on, but now the thought of making a stand seems ludicrous, and I'm once again trying to think of a way to get us out of Railham. I just need to do that without filling Louisa in on every last detail of my actions, because I know she'd never understand why I made that original deal with Lenny. She'd think I'm a monster, and maybe she'd be right. 
 
    Maybe II should just send my family away. Even if they hate me, at least they'll be safe. 
 
    It takes a moment, but finally I realize that this is my only choice. I'll tell Louisa everything, including how I agreed to let Lenny deal with Neil, and how it was my fault Neil was loose and managed to come into our home. She'll leave, and she'll take Alex with her, and I might not ever see them again, but at least they'll be safe. 
 
    I turn to go through and tell her. 
 
    And then suddenly I watch as a figure walks over to the patrol car. I can't make the figure out, but somebody seems to be talking to Harry, and a moment later the car's engine splutters to life. I watch in horror as Harry drives away, and then the figure walks calmly along the street, disappearing into the distance. Harry must have run away, or he was paid off. Either way, he let me down. 
 
    I check the gun again. 
 
    This is it. 
 
    Lenny's coming. 
 
    “Louisa!” I call out, suddenly filled with panic as I hurry through to the kitchen. “I need you to take Alex and get out of here! Right now!” 
 
    Finding no sign of her, I head to the stairs and run up to the landing. 
 
    “Louisa!” I yell. “I'm serious! I'll explain later, but you have to go!” 
 
    Reaching the door to Alex's room, I look through and see that Louisa is sitting on the side of the bed, reading our daughter a story. They both look up at me with fearful expressions, and to be honest I'm not quite sure what to tell them. 
 
    “You have to go,” I stammer finally. “Please, both of you, you have to get out of here. I was wrong, I've made a huge mistake. I've made a lot of mistakes. I need you to leave.” 
 
    “Is it because of the little girl?” Alex asks. “You did see her, didn't you?” 
 
    “It's nothing to do with that,” I reply, hurrying to the master bedroom and grabbing the first bag I see, determined to fill it with a few clothes so they can leave right now. Grabbing some shirts and dresses from the wardrobe, I start throwing them into the bag. Lenny'll let Louisa and Alex go. They've never done anything to hurt him. I'm the one he wants. 
 
    A moment later, I see that Louisa is watching me from the doorway. 
 
    “What the hell has gotten into you?” she asks. 
 
    “Lenny Johnson's coming to the house.” 
 
    “The mayor? Why would -” 
 
    “Just trust me!” I hiss. “There's no time to explain right now!” 
 
    “What are you so scared of? Michael -” 
 
    “Neil Bloom killed Mo Garvey!” I shout, turning to her. “There, are you happy now? It wasn't some drifter. It was Neil Bloom and I knew all along!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I let Lenny cover it up,” I continue, grabbing some underwear from one of the drawers and stuffing it all into the bag. “I thought he was going to get Neil off the streets, but instead he just let him back out there. Don't you get it? It's my fault that Neil was free to hurt other people! It's my fault that he was creeping about at Graham and Connie Brown's house and watching Annie, and it's my fault that he came here and hurt you and took Alex!” 
 
    “You let him go free after what he did to Mo Garvey?” 
 
    “I thought Lenny was taking care of it!” 
 
    “And how did you think he was going to do that, Michael?” she asks, as her anger finally starts to show. “Did you think he was going to take him out into the forest and put a bullet in his head?” 
 
    She waits for me to reply, but after a moment I see the awful realization in her eyes. 
 
    “That is what you thought, isn't it?” she continues. “You thought he was going to kill Neil, and you were willing to go along with that.” 
 
    “It's complicated.” 
 
    “So who was that man who got hit by a car?” 
 
    “There's no time for this.” 
 
    “Did Lenny have him killed? Is that it?” 
 
    “I don't know about the drifter,” I reply, still struggling to keep from panicking. “I don't know about any of this, I just know that you and Alex have to get the hell out of here right now, because Lenny is coming for me and I have to face him.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she replies. 
 
    I open my mouth to ask what she means, but suddenly I understand. 
 
    “The Michael Blaine I married was a good, honest man,” she continues. “That is not the man I'm looking at now. The man I'm looking at now is a coward and a liar, and a corrupt piece of human garbage!” 
 
    “I made a mistake!” 
 
    “You're damn right you did,” she replies, and now she's staring at me as if I'm the most disgusting sight she's ever seen. “Fine, we'll leave. I'll take Alex and -” 
 
    Before she can finish, we both hear a clicking sound from downstairs, followed a moment later by the bump of the back door swinging shut. 
 
    “Did you lock that?” I ask. 
 
    “I thought you did, but -” 
 
    She stops suddenly, and now there's a clear set of footsteps moving through the kitchen below this room. As we listen to the sound of someone making his way further and further into our house, I look at Louisa's face and see abject terror in her expression. 
 
    “It's not you he wants,” I say cautiously. “I can fix this, I can talk to him, but you need to take Alex and get out of here. You're perfectly safe and -” 
 
    “Alex!” she calls out suddenly, turning and hurrying out of the room. “Alex, honey, come to Mommy!” 
 
    Hearing footsteps down in the hallway, I pause for a moment before heading out onto the landing, just as Louisa drags a distracted-looking Alex out of the other bedroom. 
 
    “What's wrong?” Alex asks, turning to me. “I'm scared.” 
 
    “Just go with Mommy,” I tell her, trying to stay calm. “Everything'll be okay, sweetheart, but you have to go with Mommy now.” 
 
    “I want to stay with you!” 
 
    “I'll see you later.” 
 
    “But Daddy -” 
 
    “Move!” Louisa hisses, pulling her toward the top of the stairs and then stopping, having clearly seen somebody down in the hallway. “Daddy's not coming with us.” 
 
    “Hello Louisa,” I hear Lenny say, his voice sounding so calm and confident. “And hello there Alex. It's so good to see you again. I'm sorry for coming over so late, and I'm sorry we let ourselves in, but we need a word with Michael. I'm going to assume that he's up there.” 
 
    “Leave them alone!” I call out, hurrying along the landing and stopping as soon as I see him. David Trelawney and Matt Beamish are with him too. I guess cowards don't like to show up without friends. 
 
    “We're leaving,” Louisa says, quickly leading Alex down the stairs. “I don't want any part of this!” 
 
    “That would be a wise move,” Lenny tells her. 
 
    Louisa says nothing as she slips past him, but suddenly David and Matt stand in her way. When she turns and tries to lead Alex through to the back door, Matt steps around her and once again blocks her path. With fear in her eyes now, she turns first to me and then to Lenny. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” he continues, “the wise option is no longer available to you. Thank your husband for that.” 
 
    Louisa hesitates for a moment, before looking toward the front door. 
 
    “Help!” she screams. “Somebody -” 
 
    Before she can finish, Matt punches her in the side of the head, sending her clattering against the railing and then thudding down to the floor. 
 
    “Stop!” I yell, running down the stairs as David grabs Alex and keeps her from fleeing. “If you touch her, I'll -” 
 
    Suddenly something slams into me from behind and I crash forward, hitting the wall hard and then turning just as Matt Beamish grabs me by the throat and pushes me back against the door. I try to get free, but he's holding me too tight and a moment later Lenny steps up behind him, eyeing me with a hint of amusement. 
 
    “Would your dear wife have simply run off into the night,” Lenny says after a moment, “and never mentioned any of this to anyone? I don't think so.” 
 
    He wanders to the window and looks out, as if he's making sure that nobody is coming to check on the house. 
 
    “Let them go!” I hiss, still trying desperately to get free. 
 
    “I freely admit that I made a mistake,” he replies, turning to me again. “I trusted Neil Bloom, and that was a very serious error of judgment on my part. I fully intend to learn from that error. I mean, we all have to keep learning, don't we? That's how life works.” 
 
    “Daddy, I'm scared!” Alex whimpers, still struggling to get free from David Trelawney's grip. “I want Mommy to wake up!” 
 
    “Mommy's fine,” I reply, even though Louisa has remained motionless on the floor ever since she was punched. 
 
    She'll be fine. 
 
    I know she will. 
 
    She has to be. 
 
    “Keep the girl downstairs,” Lenny says suddenly, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “Michael, I want to talk to you in private. That means upstairs.” 
 
    “Let my wife and daughter go first.” 
 
    “I'll let them go when I'm good and ready,” he replies. “Right now, I want you to go upstairs with me so we can discuss some matters. Trust me, this is the quickest and easiest way to make sure that this mess ends quickly. You've made a lot of mistakes lately. Don't make another.” 
 
    I want to grab him by the throat and wipe that smile off his face, but he reaches into his pocket and then pulls a gun out just far enough to let me see the trigger. I need to be smart about this, and I figure that maybe if I can get him alone, I can get a drop on him. 
 
    “Upstairs,” he says firmly. “Now! I've had enough of this bullshit for one night! Move!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    Sheriff Michael Blaine 
 
      
 
    20 years ago 
 
      
 
    “This is a nice house,” Lenny says as he peers out through the bedroom window, watching the dark lawn for a moment. “You've done well for yourself, Michael. Any man would be happy to live in a house like this, with a beautiful wife and a sweet little kid. It's the dream, isn't it? You had the dream. And now...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “What do you want?” I ask, stepping toward him. 
 
    “Not too close,” he replies, turning to me and slipping the gun from his pocket. At the same time, he smiles. “You should have been content with what you had, Michael. You should've taken the hint when I suggested there was no need for you to interfere with what was going on. I guess some people just don't know when to leave well enough alone. I mean, hell, I tried to be subtle.” 
 
    “Neil Bloom was a monster.” 
 
    “And I dealt with him.” 
 
    “He should have been dealt with by the law.” 
 
    “He's gone now. That's what matters.” Peering out the window again, he continues to watch the lawn. “The people of Railham don't want to know the ins and outs of how justice is served. They just want to know that they're safe. They want to go to bed and sleep soundly, and wake up to the same happy world they enjoyed the day before. They don't really want to know how we keep them safe, Michael. They're happy to trust us, but that doesn't mean they're stupid or naive or innocent. It just means that there's an unspoken set of rules that everybody knows about.” 
 
    “And do those rules include letting men like Neil Bloom walk free?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Are there others like him?” I ask. “How many other people have gotten away with things, just because you decided to deal with matters yourself?” 
 
    He sighs. 
 
    “How many other monsters have you let walk free, Lenny?” 
 
    “Do you know your trouble?” he snaps, turning and coming toward me with the gun still in his hand. “You think we all have to talk about everything. There's something to be said, Michael, for a quiet, unspoken understanding of how things work. A wink here, a nod there, and a kind of acceptance. People always want to yammer on in the modern world. I'm more interested in the complex subtleties. The unspoken undercurrents that really bind our little communities together.” 
 
    “Let my wife and daughter go,” I reply, “and -” 
 
    Suddenly he slams the gun against my face, sending a cracking pain through my cheek as I stumble back and fall to the ground. I can feel blood soaking under my skin, and although I instinctively reach up and touch my cheek, I pull my hand away as I feel a searing agony. I pause for a moment, before turning and looking back up at Lenny as he towers over me. 
 
    And that's when I see her again. 
 
    Mo Garvey is standing right behind him. Her rotten, eyeless face is staring straight ahead, and after a moment she starts slowly raising her hands, as if she's trying to fumble her way forward. Unable to see, unable to speak, she takes a couple of cautious steps, and now her fingers are just inches from Lenny's arm. 
 
    “It gives me no pleasure to do this,” Lenny explains, still staring down at me and apparently oblivious to the danger approaching him from behind. “Still, it's my duty, and I always do my duty.” 
 
    I open my mouth to warn him about the girl, but suddenly he steps forward and kicks me hard in the ribs. I fall back, spluttering and struggling for breath, and then he kicks me again, this time cracking my right arm. I cry out, but this only encourages him to slam his foot against the arm, pushing down until the pain fills my mind and I scream. 
 
    “That's better,” Lenny mutters, taking a step back. 
 
    I clutch my broken right arm, and then I look up and see that Mo is still right behind him. 
 
    “I'll make sure people think you lost your mind,” Lenny explains. “I've already laid the groundwork. People won't have a very high opinion of you, Michael, and I doubt there'll be much mourning when they find out that you're a goner. Not after certain stories get out. In fact, I imagine the rumor-mill's already in full swing. I know which ears to whisper into, and I know just what to say. This gossip's gonna be juicy, but we need a clean slate in this town. A new sheriff for starters. Someone smarter and more reliable.” 
 
    Barely even noticing a word he's saying, I stare at Mo Garvey's face. I can see the flaps of torn skin around her eye sockets, stuck to patches of caked blood, and more blood has dried all around her mouth, darkening in the process until it looks like a kind of black treacle. The more I stare at her, the more I start to realize that the air all around us is starting to chill rapidly, to the extent that I'm shivering now as I watch Mo's fingers reach closer to Lenny. She seems uncertain, as if she's still trying to find him, but the air is getting colder and colder. 
 
    “Your wife might talk,” Lenny continues, aiming the gun at my face. “Your daughter's young, I think she can be trusted. We'll see. So this is a good news, bad news kind of situation. The bad news is that I'll have to get rid of Louisa, but the good news is that maybe I can adopt little Alex myself and teach her to be more -” 
 
    Suddenly he turns, as if he felt Mo's touch, but he seems not to see her. 
 
    After a moment, clearly a little startled, he turns back to me. 
 
    “She's here,” I stammer, still staring at her face as she reaches up toward the back of his neck. “Lenny -” 
 
    “Cut the crap,” he replies, and now he sounds much more annoyed. “There's no point delaying this.” 
 
    “Mo Garvey's right behind you,” I continue, watching as her fingers reach up slowly toward his shoulders. “She knows what we did, Lenny. She knows we have to pay for letting Neil go free.” 
 
    “Is that right?” he asks, with a faint smile. The gun is still aimed at me, and his finger is still on the trigger. “Well excuse me if I don't run away screaming just because -” 
 
    Suddenly he falls silent, and I can see the fear in his eyes. At the same time, Mo's dirty little fingers are touching the side of his neck, and the air temperature has plummeted below zero. Lenny's mouth opens, as if he's about to tell me once again that he doesn't believe in any of this stuff, but a moment later I hear a faint gasp coming from the dead little girl's lips. 
 
    And I think Lenny can hear her too. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Lenny stammers, his voice trembling with panic, “what -” 
 
    Before he can finish, the gun fires, but his hands are shaking so much that the bullet misses me and instead blasts a chunk out of the wall. I still pull out of the way and slam down against the floor, but when I look back at him I see that Lenny is dropping to his knees with the gun at his side, and with Mo's icy hands resting on his shoulders from behind. 
 
    “What does she want?” he gasps, as voices yell up to us from downstairs. “Michael, stop her!” 
 
    Hearing footsteps running up toward the landing, I start pulling away as Mo continues to take a grip on Lenny's neck. 
 
    “Are you okay in there?” Matt calls out from the other side of the door. “Is it done?” 
 
    “Help me!” Lenny gasps, barely able to get any words out at all. “For the love of God, you have to stop her!” 
 
    “No-one can help you,” I tell him, watching as Mo leans closer to the back of his head. “No-one can help any of us. It's not just Neil she wants. It's everyone who helped cover up his crime.” 
 
    “Don't bullshit me!” he splutters, before letting out a gasp of pain. He starts turning his head, although the effort required is clearly immense and it takes a couple of seconds before he's able to see Mo's dead face from the corner of his eye. “What...” 
 
    Hearing the door open, I turn just in time to see Matt and David entering the room. They freeze when they spot Lenny, and I can instantly tell from the look in their eyes that they can see Mo too. They hesitate for a moment, before Matt turns and bolts, and David follows just a fraction of a second later. Their panicked footsteps race down the stairs, and then I hear the front door swinging open. 
 
    “Alex!” I shout, hoping my wife and daughter can hear me downstairs. “Louisa! Run! You have to get -” 
 
    Suddenly the bedroom door slams shut and the light flickers off, and I turn to see that Mo has started slowly pulling Lenny's head back, as if she wants to stare down at him. He's letting out a series of pained gasps, but he seems powerless to push her away. A moment later the gun fires in his hand, then again and again, and two more times until the trigger clicks impotently and the weapon slips from his hand, clattering against the floor. 
 
    “Help me,” he whimpers, with tears streaming down his face. “Michael, I'll give you anything you want but you have to help me...” 
 
    Hearing a series of loud crashes and cries from downstairs, I start hauling myself up off the floor, although I instantly feel a searing pain in my broken right arm. 
 
    Dropping back down, I tense myself before trying again, and this time I'm ready for the pain. I get to my feet and start limping toward the door, only to find that my way is blocked by Lenny as he remains on his knees, gasping with his head tilted back. 
 
    Mo Garvey is standing right behind him, with her bloodied hands on the sides of his neck. 
 
    “Just let my daughter go,” I stammer, barely able to get the words out as I feel a sharp pain in my chest. I've got several broken ribs at least, and even breathing is agony. “They didn't do anything to you. It's us you want. Not them.” 
 
    Still staring down toward Lenny's face, Mo lets out a low, gurgling groan. 
 
    “Please,” Lenny whispers, his eyes wide with fear as he stares at up the girl's mangled features, “don't hurt me! Let me out of here! I didn't do anything to you!” 
 
    “You can't reason with her,” I tell him. “Not after -” 
 
    Suddenly she turns to me, and for a moment I see the bloodied pits of her eye sockets before a huge force slams into my chest. I'm sent thudding back against the wall with such force that I cry out as the impact shakes my chest, and a picture falls off the wall and smashes next to me as I hit the floor. Wincing with pain, I try to get to my feet, but the same force hits me again and again, as if some invisible power is trying to pound me into the wall. 
 
    “Stop!” I gasp, as yet another impact crunches more ribs on my right side. “Wait! I -” 
 
    Blood erupts in the back of my throat and I double over in pain, but still the force pulls me back and then sends me crashing once more into the wall. I try to cry out, but each impact feels harder than the last and I almost pass out as my head bounces against the wood. 
 
    Finally I slump down against the floor and the force fades, but every time I try to breathe I feel a stabbing pain close to my heart. It takes several attempts before I manage to breathe in, and the agony is strong enough to force tears from my eyes. Raising my head, I look across the dark bedroom and see that Mo Garvey is leaning closer to Lenny's face now. Worms are tipping from her lips, falling down onto his cheeks, and - 
 
    “Daddy, please come out now,” I hear a voice whimpering on the landing. Turning toward the door, I realize with a growing sense of horror that Alex is coming back this way. “Daddy, I don't like this.” 
 
    “No!” I gasp, pushing past the pain and stumbling across the room. 
 
    Mo hisses at me, but I throw myself against the door to make sure that it stays shut. No matter what else happens, I have to keep my daughter out of here. 
 
    “Alex!” I shout, barely able to speak at all as the broken ribs continue to cut through my chest. “Run! Alex, you have to...” 
 
    Suddenly the pain bursts, flooding my body and causing me to hold my breath as I feel a vast, agonizing wave of agony push through my neck. I'm trembling and sweat is pouring down my face, and I can barely even manage to keep myself pressed against the door, holding it shut. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alex calls out. 
 
    “Run!” I gasp, as I hear a crunching sound coming from over my shoulder. Turning, I see that as Mo tilts Lenny's neck further back, her victim's feet are shuddering and hitting the floor. “Alex, don't -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I see that the flesh around Lenny's neck is tearing open. Blood starts gushing from the wound and he lets out a faint gurgle as Mo tilts his head further and further, and finally several pieces of splintered bone come slipping away from his meat. Holding his head tight, Mo twists his face as arcs of blood start spraying across the room, and Lenny lets out one final groan before his head is torn clear away from his body. 
 
    Blood floods out from his severed neck, and it takes a couple of seconds before his body slumps over and lands heavy on the floor. A moment later Mo lets go of his head, letting it crunch down next to his waist. And then, slowly, she turns and looks in my direction. Raising her hands, she starts stumbling this way, fumbling her way across the room as she tries to find me. Blind and deaf, and unable to speak, she refuses to stop. She wants her revenge. 
 
    “Daddy?” Alex whimpers from the other side of the door, just behind me. “Daddy, are you okay? Daddy, please come out of the bedroom. We have to get out of the house.” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” I whisper, watching in horror as Mo steps closer. She might not be able to see me, but her grasping hands are reaching for my face and I realize after a moment that she's following the sound of Alex's voice. I could get out of the way, but then Mo might get to the door and pull it open, and then she might get to my daughter. I have to stay right here. 
 
    Suddenly I feel the door starting to bump open behind my back. Startled, I turn and see that something is pushing from the other side, and I realize that Alex must be trying to come through. Although I feel weak and barely able to move, I push through the pain and force my weight against the door, trying to get it shut again. Broken ribs are tearing through my chest, but none of that matters now. All that matters is that Mo is following the sound of Alex's voice, and I have to keep my little girl safe. 
 
    “Go, Alex,” I gasp, barely able to get the words out at all. “Run...” 
 
    Even though I try with all my strength to keep her out, I'm powerless as the door continues to inch open. 
 
    “No!” I gurgle, tasting blood in the back of my throat now. “Alex, get out of here...” 
 
    A fraction of a second later, I see Alex's hand reaching into the room, followed by the creaking, crunching sound of Mo Garvey right behind me. I look up just in time to see Mo reaching her right hand through the icy air, and to my horror I watch as her hand touches Alex's shoulder. My little girl looks up into the darkness, her eyes widening with shock as she sees Mo's rotting, bloodied face. 
 
    Mo Garvey has found my daughter. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Louisa screams suddenly, and Alex is instantly pulled back out of the doorway. 
 
    Filled with relief, I use the last of my strength to slam the door shut again. 
 
    “Daddy's hurt!” Alex yells in the distance, but I can already tell that she's being dragged downstairs. 
 
    Louisa's saving her. 
 
    She's going to be okay. They're both going to be okay. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper, resting against the door. 
 
    A moment later, I feel Mo Garvey's cold hands on my shoulder. Her fingers are flexing as she fumbles to find my neck, but I know I no longer have the strength to run. 
 
    Alex is out of the house. 
 
    Alex is safe. 
 
    Whatever happens to me, the most important thing is that Alex is going to be fine. 
 
    And now Mo Garvey has found me instead. 
 
    “I love you so much, Alex,” I whimper, as tears stream down my face and Mo's icy fingers start curling around my neck. “Always remember -” 
 
    Suddenly I gasp as I feel Mo's fingertips digging into my flesh. Her touch is so cold, I can feel each individual finger slicing deeper into my neck, and finally I feel a crunching sensation as she starts pushing further through the meat. For a moment, it's as if she's trying to dig the top of my spine clear out of the base of my skull. 
 
    “I love you, Alex,” I gasp, as the taste of blood fills my mouth. “Louisa, both of you, I -” 
 
    My ears are filled with an excruciating tearing sound, but there's barely any pain as I feel my neck twisting as it's ripped apart. Blood is gushing up against the underside of my chin, and I open my mouth to let out a faint groan as Mo tears my head away. I hear a heavy thud as my body slumps to the ground, and then my head is turned until I'm staring straight up into the dead girl's ravaged, hollowed-out eye sockets. She stares for a moment, almost as if she can see me, and then she lets go of my head and lets me fall to the floor. 
 
    The last thing I see, as I blink furiously and try to speak, is Mo shuffling toward the bedroom window. She's looking out at something, and sirens are blaring in the distance, starting to fill the window with a flashing blue light. Mo's letting out a faint groaning sound, and I can tell that she seems to be watching something on the lawn. It's almost as if she's waiting for someone, as if she's still not satisfied. 
 
    A moment later, hearing Alex scream, I realize that my daughter will be safe so long as she never sets foot in this house again. 
 
    The last thing I see is the night sky outside the window, and the stars high above the town. 
 
    Alex, I love you. And I'll always watch over you. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Four 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Today 
 
      
 
    “When I arrived at the house,” Harry explains, “I found you and your mother sobbing on the lawn. I lifted you up off the cold grass, and you were crying in my arms. Later, when I went inside, I found the bodies of your father and Lenny Johnson in the master bedroom. I know it sounds crazy, but at the time the most logical assumption was that your father had murdered Lenny and then killed himself. A knife was found in the room, so it was assumed that he'd carved his own head clean off. The idea seemed ludicrous, but Doc Milford said it was possible, so the department was willing to go along with the explanation. But I never believed it. Not for one second.” 
 
    “You think my father was trying to protect me?” I stammer. “You think he didn't lose his mind at all?” 
 
    “The body of Matt Beamish was found not far from the house, and then David Trelawney jumped off a bridge just out of town. The official version of the story is that your father had killed them before he went to the house and murdered Lenny, and that's what Doc Milford wrote in his report. But again, I never bought that for a moment, and I tried to persuade the others that we should keep the case open. Unfortunately they thought I was a crackpot, which is when I realized I had to leave the force. I tried to get your mother to talk, to back me up, but she was catatonic with shock. And you were just a kid, and it took a long time before the child psychologists would even let us speak to you.” 
 
    “I don't remember that night at all,” I tell him. 
 
    “So I heard. Maybe that's for the best.” 
 
    “A man can't cut off his own head,” I point out. “That's absurd.” 
 
    “Apparently it might be possible if he's in the grip of a real strong psychosis,” he replies, “but I knew that wasn't what had happened.” He touches a hand to his chest. “In here, I just knew that your father hadn't lost his mind. It was just easier for people to believe that story, instead of digging deeper. When I suggested that maybe Mo Garvey had come back for revenge, I was treated like a goddamn imbecile. I understand that reaction, really I do, but if you accept that Mo was there, then suddenly everything kind of falls into place. You just have to make the one, huge leap first.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Just open your mind to the possibility,” he continues. 
 
    “I can't.” 
 
    “You said at the time that you saw her. When we got to the house, you were sobbing on the lawn and you said you'd seen a dead girl in the bedroom with your father.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “Let me show you,” he adds, limping over to the desk and grabbing a tablet computer. He taps at the screen, before holding it up so that I can see a video of myself. 
 
    Shocked, I see seven-year-old me sitting against a white background. I knew these videos had been recorded, but I'd never been able to get hold of them. 
 
    “Tell me exactly who was in the room with your father,” a voice asks from behind the camera. 
 
    “She was scary,” I hear myself replying. “Her face was dead. I'd seen her in my room before. I didn't like her, and I asked Daddy to make her go away, but he couldn't. She seemed to like him. She followed him around sometimes, even when he couldn't see her. I even tried to talk to her once, but most of the time she just stood in the corner of my room. I don't think she could see or hear very well.” 
 
    “Do you know her name?” the voice asks. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And did anyone else see her, apart from you?” 
 
    “I don't know. Mommy didn't see her. Can I go to Mommy now?” 
 
    “Not right now, Alexandra.” 
 
    “Can I go to Daddy?” 
 
    “I'm sorry, but that's not possible.” 
 
    “I don't like it here. I want to be with Mommy and Daddy. I want to go. Can I go?” 
 
    For a moment, the only sound is the faint hum of the camera. 
 
    “Is Daddy out of the house now?” my voice continues finally. “Mommy said we couldn't go back for him, but I wanted to go back. If he's still there, I want to go back and get him. Please, you have to -” 
 
    Harry stops the video. 
 
    “That was the one and only interview session where you were able to recall anything,” he explains. “After that, your memory was gone. Several child psychologists interviewed you, but they came to the conclusion that amnesia was your way of dealing with the trauma. At least you were able to function, though. Not like...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “Not like my mother,” I whisper. 
 
    “I understand they've still got her at Impingham.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I know I'm asking you to believe a lot,” he continues, “and I'm sure you'd like to tell me to take a hike, but I've spent the past twenty years investigating what happened that night.” He pauses again, eyeing me with concern. “Alex, I have to ask you something. Since you returned to Railham, and to that house, have you experienced anything unusual? Has anything happened that might make it easier for you to believe what I'm suggesting?” 
 
    “I don't know,” I whisper, but even as those words leave my lips, I'm remembering the touch of two icy hands on my neck. 
 
    “Five people died after Mo Garvey was killed,” he points out. “Neil Bloom, Lenny Johnson, Matt Beamish, David Trelawney and your father. I believe those five people died because Mo blamed them for what happened, but I also believe that she isn't finished yet.” He grabs some more papers from the desk and starts sorting through them. “The more I've looked into the case, the more I've begun to notice gaps where another person fits. I don't think Neil Bloom acted alone when he killed Mo.” 
 
    “You think he had an accomplice?” 
 
    He nods. 
 
    “Who?” I ask. 
 
    “It'd have to be someone who Mo wasn't able to get to back then,” he continues. “Either that, or someone she left alone for some other reason. I struggled for a while, but then I had a breakthrough when I realized that the sedatives Neil used were not readily available. He had to have sourced them from somebody with a medical license and -” 
 
    “A retired doctor lives next door.” 
 
    “Exactly. Tom Milford. He lived there when your father died, too.” 
 
    “You think Tom Milford was involved?” 
 
    “I'm certain he was part of the group that covered up Neil's involvement,” he explains, “but I also think he might have been with Neil when Mo Garvey was kidnapped and murdered. I think he supplied the sedatives, and I think he probably even helped to do those awful things to the poor girl.” He pauses. “The only question left, in my mind, is why Mo Garvey's ghost didn't go after him. She killed all those other people, so why would she let Tom Milford stay free for all these years?” 
 
    “I felt her hands,” I reply. “She was so cold.” 
 
    “What if she wants the truth to come out?” he asks. “What if Tom Milford is the last person left alive who can reveal what really happened? After all, Mo can't talk, so she needs someone else to say the words. Maybe killing him isn't enough. Maybe she needs to force him to talk, and maybe she hasn't been able to do that yet. Maybe she's been waiting all these years for something to change, or for...” 
 
    I wait for him to continue. 
 
    “Or for what?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “Or for someone to come back,” he continues, keeping his eyes fixed on me. “Someone who can give her what she wants.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him that he has to be wrong, but then suddenly I remember my phone conversation with Brad earlier this evening. 
 
    “I have to get home,” I whisper, feeling a slow sense of dread rising through my chest. “Tom Milford was at the door earlier, and I think Brad let him inside.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    “I still can't get hold of Brad,” I mutter, as I'm put through to his voicemail yet again. Hanging up, I start typing another message, telling him to call me as soon as he can. “He's not replying to my messages, either.” 
 
    “You have to get him out of that house,” Harry says as he steers the car through the rain, taking us along another dark street. “If I'm right, Tom Milford must know about Mo Garvey's ghost. He won't want the truth to come out, not after all these years.” 
 
    “But ghosts aren't real,” I reply, turning to him. “I know that. Ghosts can't exist, so how is this happening?” 
 
    “I was like you once, Alex. I thought any talk of ghosts was just a load of hogwash, but as my research progressed, I began to see that there was only one explanation that made sense. What happened to Mo Garvey was horrific, and I think she's found a way to come back. She wants people to pay for what they did to her.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I spot the house up ahead, and I immediately see that all the lights are off. Checking my phone again, I realize that since it's barely 10pm, Brad should still be up. In fact, I find it hard to believe that he'd have simply gone to bed without even sending me a message first. 
 
    I immediately unfasten my seat-belt, and then I climb out of the car as soon as Harry brings it to a halt. 
 
    “Alexandra, wait!” he calls after me. “We should call for help!” 
 
    Ignoring him, I hurry along the path that leads to the front door. I know he's right, I know that I should be careful, but at the same time I'm scared that Brad might be hurt. That fear only increases when I reach the front door and find that it's been left slightly ajar, and then I push the door open and step into the dark hallway. Fumbling for the light switch, I flick it before stepping over toward the stairs, but then I stop as I realize that the lights have stayed off. 
 
    “Alexandra!” Harry hisses, having finally caught up. “This isn't safe!” 
 
    “Call the police,” I reply. 
 
    “My phone's in the car.” 
 
    “Then go back and get it.” 
 
    I step toward the bottom of the stairs, and after a moment I hear Harry following. 
 
    “Brad!” I call out, desperately hoping that he'll call back to me. “Brad, it's me! Are you here?” 
 
    I wait, but there's no reply. 
 
    “Please,” Harry continues, grabbing my arm, “let's play this safe. It's obvious that something's not -” 
 
    Suddenly he falls silent. Turning, I see fear in his eyes, and then I follow his gaze until I find myself looking at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “What did you see?” I ask, feeling a flicker of fear in my chest. 
 
    “I don't know,” he replies, “but just for a moment I thought...” 
 
    His voice trails off. 
 
    “Never mind,” he adds. “I'm jumpy, it was probably just a trick of the light. The important thing is that we have to get out of here right now and call for help. I'm sure your husband wouldn't want you to go charging in like this.” 
 
    “I have to find him. You can wait outside if you want, but I have to make sure Brad's okay.” 
 
    “I'm not leaving you alone in here,” he replies. “I've made enough mistakes in my life to know what they feel like, and walking away from this house now – walking away from you – would be a mistake. Besides, it's finally time for me to keep that promise to your -” 
 
    Before he can finish, I hear a loud banging sound from upstairs. I open my mouth to call out, but something about the sound seems familiar, and for the first time in over twenty years I think I'm starting to remember the night my father died. I remember strange men forcing their way into our house, I remember my mother being terrified, and I remember hearing sounds coming from upstairs. Even now, as I place a hand on the banister, I feel as if I've been in this exact position once before, when I was a little girl. 
 
    And I remember - 
 
    “I'm going to call the police and you're coming with me,” Harry says suddenly, filled with panic as he grabs my arm. 
 
    “I have to find Brad.” 
 
    “The police will find Brad!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I pull away and start hurrying up toward the landing, but Harry grabs my arm again. 
 
    “Alexandra, listen to me!” he hisses. “Somebody isn't happy about you being back in town! We have to let the police deal with this!” 
 
    “My husband might be in danger!” 
 
    “The police -” 
 
    “Call them!” I say firmly. “Tell them to get here as fast as they can!” 
 
    “You can't just go charging in like this!” he points out. “You're making the same mistake your father made, thinking you can fix everything!” 
 
    “But my husband -” 
 
    “Your husband wouldn't want you to rush into danger,” he continues. “Alexandra, be smart! If there's someone here who wants the truth about little Mo Garvey to stay hidden, then there's no telling how far they're willing to go. Let's just get to the car and call the police, and let them handle it.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him that we can't wait, but deep down I know that he's right. 
 
    And then suddenly I hear Brad cry out upstairs. 
 
    “That's him!” I yell, turning and rushing up toward the landing, filled with panic. 
 
    “Alexandra, wait!” Harry calls after me. 
 
    “Call the police!” I shout, as I reach the top of the stairs and see that the door to the master bedroom has been left shut. As I get closer, I realize that for the first time I can remember, the mention of my father didn't make me start simmering with hatred. With each step, I can feel more and more of my old memories starting to come flooding back. 
 
    I remember Mom being knocked out. 
 
    I remember a man leading Dad upstairs. 
 
    I remember the men running away. 
 
    I remember running up to help Dad. 
 
    I remember the bedroom door opening. 
 
    I remember looking into the cold room and seeing a face staring down at me. 
 
    I remember seeing Mo Garvey. 
 
    Not just that night, but other times too. I saw her in my bedroom, standing in the corner and staring at me. I even remember sitting out on the landing, playing with my toys on the floor because I was too scared to go into my room. All these memories are flooding back to me as I start making my way toward the master bedroom, but now I finally remember all the times I used to see that dead, ravaged little girl. Either I was completely out of my mind as a child, or she was really here. 
 
    “Brad!” I call out as I reach the door and hear more bumping sounds from the other side. “Brad, it's me! Can you hear me?” 
 
    The sound continues for a moment, before suddenly stopping. 
 
    “Brad?” 
 
    As I reach for the door's handle, I'm starting to remember every last detail from that night twenty years ago. My mother wanted me to get out of the house, she said we had to leave Dad behind, but I was determined to make him come with us. I was so scared, and I tried to get to Dad, and I couldn't reach him and he died. I blamed myself. Before I forgot, and before I let other people poison his memory, I blamed myself for not saving him. I almost forced the door open, but I was just a little girl and I wasn't strong enough. 
 
    Trying the handle, I find that although it turns, something on the other side seems to be pushing to keep the door shut. 
 
    Just like last time. 
 
    “Brad?” I call out, trying again. “The police are coming! If anyone's in there with my husband, you should know that the police are on their way, so you really need to let him go! Tom Milford, if that's you, you have to realize that it's over!” 
 
    I try the door one more time, before realizing that I can't afford to wait any longer. Taking a step back, I pause for a moment to gather my strength and then I rush forward, throwing all my weight at the door and slamming hard against my shoulder. The door shudders and opens a few inches, but something heavy is still holding it tight and I still can't slip through. 
 
    Again, just like last time. 
 
    “Let me in!” I yell, taking another step back and then immediately trying again. Filled with panic, I throw myself against the door, and this time I feel a sharp pain in my shoulder as something on the other side continues to push back. 
 
    He's in there. 
 
    I might have failed to get through and help my father all those years ago, but I'm not going to let the same thing happen to my husband. 
 
    Throwing myself against the door again and again, I try to force my way through, but each time I only manage to push the door open by another half-inch or so. Whatever's on the other side, it's pushing back with huge force, and I have to hit the door again and again until finally I push it open a little further, just enough to see through. I can only make out the dark bedroom, however, so I take a few steps back before launching myself at the door one more time. 
 
    Finally, I manage to push the door open and tumble through into the bedroom. 
 
    Tumbling to the ground, I land hard and roll onto my back, and when I look up into the darkness I see a face looming above me. For a moment, I think I might have found Brad, or that maybe Tom Milford is here, but I blink and suddenly I realize the truth. 
 
    The air is freezing in here. 
 
    It's her. 
 
    It's Mo Garvey. 
 
    “No!” I stammer, getting to my feet and stepping back, even as I feel a throbbing pain in my shoulder. Wincing, I drop down for a moment before turning and looking over my shoulder. 
 
    There's no sign of Mo now, but a moment later I spot a figure slumped on the floor next to the bed. Rushing over, I drop to my knees and roll Brad over, and I find that he's unconscious with a thick, bloodied wound on the side of his head. Somebody must have knocked him out and left him here, but there's no sign of anyone else in the room as I look around. My heart is pounding, but I'm certain that Tom Milford has to be nearby. 
 
    “I'm getting you out of here,” I stammer, reaching down and starting to gather Brad into my arms. I've never tried lifting him before, but I figure I should be able to manage. 
 
    When I try, however, I immediately feel a crippling pain in my shoulder, and I fall back as I realize that I must have fractured something. 
 
    Filled with panic, I grab Brad's arm and start dragging him across the floor, pulling him toward the door. I can only use one arm, since the pain in my right shoulder is getting stronger by the second, but I manage to kick the door open and drag Brad all the way out onto the landing. Maybe sheer terror is giving me the strength I need, but I quickly get him to the door that leads into my old bedroom, and then I glance inside and see to my horror that there's a figure standing in the darkened corner. 
 
    Mo Garvey. 
 
    She's standing where she always stood before. 
 
    When I was a little girl, I saw her several times and no-one ever believed me. I was even so scared once that I refused to be in my room, and I remember my father finding me playing out here on the landing. I forgot so much, but now the memories are all flooding back and as I stare at the girl now, I feel all my doubt starting to fade. 
 
    It's really her. 
 
    She's dead, and she's here. 
 
    But why is she just standing there? Why isn't she doing anything? 
 
    “Harry!” I shout, filled with panic. “Help!” 
 
    Grabbing the handle, I pull the door shut before hauling Brad further along the landing. I just have to get us the hell out of this house, and then I can try to understand everything else later. As I reach the top of the stairs, however, I spot movement down in the hallway, and when I look down I'm horrified to see Harry Bischoff on the floor. His dead eyes are staring toward the wall, and a figure is crouching over him, holding the handle of a knife that's embedded in Harry's back. 
 
    Slowly, Doctor Tom Milford turns and looks up at me. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” Tom Milford calls out as I start dragging Brad back toward the master bedroom. “Wait, let me explain!” 
 
    Pushing through the pain in my shoulder, I manage to get Brad into the room and then I slam the door shut. Switching the light on, I hurry to the dresser and start pushing it along the wall until it covers the door, and then I start looking around for something, anything, I might be able to use as a weapon. A moment later, as I hear footsteps coming up the stairs, I rush back over to Brad and reach down, frantically checking his pockets in case I can find his phone. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” I stammer, trying not to panic. “You have to be in here somewhere. Brad, please -” 
 
    Suddenly the door handle turns, and I throw myself against the dresser, forcing it to stay in place as Tom tries to get the door open from the other side. 
 
    “Alex!” he says firmly. “Please, just let me in. Let me talk to you.” 
 
    “The police are coming!” I yell, with tears in my eyes. “They know about you! They know everything you did!” 
 
    “Harry didn't call the police,” he replies. “And if he didn't, then I doubt anyone else did. If you scream, it'll still take several minutes for the police to arrive, but I'm hoping you'll be a little smarter than that. You want this nightmare to end, don't you? For that to happen, you need -” 
 
    “Help!” I shout, stumbling to the window and pulling it open, only to find that the latch has been left locked. Figuring that I don't have time to find a key, I start banging on the reinforced glass. “Somebody help me!” 
 
    Outside in the dark, all the other houses have their lights off. 
 
    “Help!” I yell again. “I'm in here! I need help!” 
 
    “Nobody's coming, Alex,” Tom says suddenly. 
 
    Turning, I rush back to the dresser and put my weight against its edge, making sure that the door can't be opened. 
 
    “All these tightly sealed windows have quite the muffling effect, don't they?” he continues. “It'll be a while before anyone hears you.” 
 
    “I know what you did!” I hiss, still trying to think of some way to escape. “You were one of them! You were one of those bastards who helped cover up what really happened to Mo Garvey!” 
 
    “You've heard Harry's side of the story, I assume. Let me tell you mine.” 
 
    “You killed my father!” I scream. “You and Lenny Johnson and the others murdered him!” 
 
    “No, Alex,” he replies calmly, “I didn't murder anyone. Lenny Johnson and two of his goons might have come to this house late that night to deal with your father, but I refused to have any part in their actions. Lenny asked me to come, but I wouldn't. I was never one of his strongmen.” 
 
    “That doesn't make you any less guilty,” I reply, as I feel him trying once again to open the door. “You could have stopped them!” 
 
    “Yes, I could have. And in truth, maybe I had opportunities to save poor little Mo Garvey. Believe me, Alex, not a day goes by that I don't wonder whether I could have acted differently, but that's just the cross I have to bear.” He pauses for a moment, as I continue to look around the room for something I can use to defend myself. “You don't remember much about that time, do you?” he continues finally. “I can help you with that, Alex. Just open the door and let me in, and I'll help you remember as much as you want.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” I shout. 
 
    I hear him let out a long, annoyed sigh. 
 
    “She'll come for you,” I continue, trying to think of anything that might make him run. “Mo Garvey's ghost is here, and she'll come for you and make you pay for what you did!” 
 
    “Are you serious?” he replies. “Alex, please, try to remain rational. There's no such -” 
 
    “She's real!” I scream, as tears run down my face. “She's real and she's here in this house! I saw her!” 
 
    “When you were a child, you -” 
 
    “I saw her tonight! I saw her right here!” 
 
    “Alex, I'm trying to help you,” he continues wearily, and now he sounds as if he's talking to a petulant child, “but I can only do that if you open this door. Your husband requires medical attention. If he isn't checked soon, he could suffer permanent damage.” 
 
    “Help!” I shout, turning and looking toward the window. “Somebody -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a loud thud and the dresser jerks away from the door. I scream and turn, trying to push back, but the pain in my shoulder is too strong and I'm powerless to fight back as Tom Milford pushes the door open and steps into the room. There's blood on his hands, and more all over the front of his shirt, and he looks down at me with a hint of fear in his eyes. A moment later, I see that he's holding the knife in his right hand, having evidently removed it from Harry's body. 
 
    “Don't come any closer!” I yell. “I swear to God, I'll hurt you!” 
 
    “You don't understand!” 
 
    “I understand what you did to Mo Garvey!” 
 
    “I didn't do a goddamn thing to Mo Garvey.” 
 
    “But you knew about it!” I stammer, still trying to think of some way to defend myself, and trying desperately to hide the fact that I can barely even move my right arm. “You knew what happened and you didn't do anything! You're as bad as -” 
 
    “As your father?” 
 
    “My father was nothing like you!” I spit. “My father was a good man!” 
 
    Those words instantly send a shudder through my chest. 
 
    “He wasn't like you,” I continue, as memories start flooding back into my mind. “He might have made mistakes, but he was nothing like you! He wasn't evil!” 
 
    Before I can get any more words out, I spot a figure moving in the doorway behind Tom. For a fraction of a second, I half-expect to see that somehow Harry has survived his injuries, but then I see a bloodied hand reaching out to touch the doorway and I realize that the ghost of Mo Garvey is finally here. She has her hands out, as if she's trying to fumble her way through the room. 
 
    As if, despite being unable to see, she's trying to find her next victim. 
 
    “She's behind you,” I whisper. 
 
    “What was that?” Tom asks, raising a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “She's right behind you,” I gasp, pulling back as the air starts to get so much colder. 
 
    “Are you serious?” he continues. “What are you planning to do, kick me in the shin when I turn to look?” He steps closer and reaches a hand toward me. “You've got this all wrong. Let me help you and -” 
 
    “Don't touch me!” I scream, pulling back even further as I watch Mo feel her way further into the room. 
 
    Unable to see, she's struggling to find Tom, but she's slowly stumbling closer and after a moment she turns her head and looks in his direction. It's only a matter of time before she stumbles straight into him. 
 
    “You're damaged,” Tom mutters as he stares down at me. “Your mind was broken twenty years ago, Alex, and you're barely able to hold yourself together now. You need serious, long-term psychiatric help, and I might be able to arrange something for you. But first, I need you to come with me. We can get help for your husband too, but the first step is for you to try trusting me just a little so that -” 
 
    Suddenly Mo Garvey lets out a rasping, snarled groan as she reaches out and places a hand on Tom's arm. 
 
    And he feels her. 
 
    I can immediately see from the look in his eyes that he can feel her icy little hand, and a moment later she places her other hand on his shoulder, as if she's getting ready to pull him down to the floor. At the same time, she lets out another rasping, triumphant groan, as if she's waited so long for this moment. 
 
    “Now do you believe me?” I ask, starting to shiver as the room gets colder and colder, and seeing the fear in Tom's eyes. “She's waited all these years to get the last person who was involved in her death. And now she knows that there's someone else who can reveal the truth, she's ready for you.” 
 
    “No,” Tom whispers, seemingly frozen to the spot as Mo starts pulling him closer. “Please, this is all wrong, I'm not...” 
 
    Grabbing Brad's arm, I start once again dragging him toward the open doorway. My shoulder is throbbing and my right hand is starting to feel numb, but I know I have to get out of here. Behind me, I can already hear Tom Milford begging for mercy, but I can also hear Mo snarling at him and a moment later there's a bump. Glancing over my shoulder, I see that Tom is on his knees now and that Mo is wrapping her hands around his neck. 
 
    This must be what happened to my father too. 
 
    Not wanting to see any more, I haul Brad out onto the landing and then I start dragging him toward the top of the stairs. I'm starting to feel weak, as if I might pass out at any moment, but I know I have to keep going. Just as I'm almost at the stairs, however, I hear a horrific scream coming from the master bedroom, followed by a series of panicked bumps, and I turn just in time to see that Tom has stumbled to his feet and is desperately trying to follow me, even as Mo tries to drag him back. 
 
    “You don't understand!” he screams, reaching toward me. “You've got this all wrong! I didn't do anything to her!” 
 
    “Tell that to Harry,” I reply, feeling a growing sense of anger in my chest. “Tell it to my father.” 
 
    “I didn't help Neil Bloom kill that goddamn girl!” he hisses, as Mo starts dragging him back down onto the floor. “It wasn't me! For God's sake, you have to make her stop! I want to put things right! That's all I ever wanted!” 
 
    Snarling, Mo pulls him further down. As she does so, she opens her black-tarred mouth and finally lets out a loud, tongueless scream. 
 
    “You're wrong!” Tom groans, as the girl tightens her hands around his neck. “Alex, you've got this all wrong, it wasn't -” 
 
    He gasps as Mo starts twisting his head, and I immediately hear the sound of bones crunching in his throat. 
 
    “It wasn't me!” he stammers, as blood starts running from his lips. “I didn't kill her!” 
 
    “No,” I reply, “but you didn't exactly help either, did you?” 
 
    He cries out, and I watch in horror as the flesh around his neck tightens and then strands of skin open like old sacking. More and more blood flows out, and Mo continues to turn his head until Tom's face is looking back over his own shoulder. He's still gasping and spluttering, but she shows no mercy and finally she twists his head all the way around and I hear a sickening splitting sound as the top of his spine separates from the base of his skull. 
 
    Strands of bloodied meat hang down as Mo lifts Tom's head clean off his shoulders. Fresh blood dribbles down from the back of his neck, flowing over the girl's dead fingers, but after a moment Tom's eyes flicker slightly. 
 
    “It wasn't me,” he whispers, and then his head falls still for a couple of seconds before falling from Mo's hands and thudding against the carpet, rolling slightly until it bumps into the wall. 
 
    More blood is pouring from his severed neck, and I watch as Mo slowly gets to her feet and steps past him. She pauses for a moment, and then slowly she tilts her head slightly as if she's listening for something, as if without her eyes she's having to rely on her other senses. A few seconds later she reaches out, placing her bloodied hands on the wall, and then she turns her head just a fraction until her hollowed-out eye-sockets are staring almost directly at me. 
 
    It's almost as if she's waiting for something. 
 
    “You got them,” I say finally, still shivering in the cold air, not even knowing whether she can hear me. “You got all of them. He was the last, wasn't he?” 
 
    The sound of my voice seems to help her focus, and she tilts her head a little more. 
 
    Now her dead, empty eyes are looking this way. 
 
    “You wanted revenge,” I continue. “That's what it was, isn't it? You wanted revenge against the men who did this to you, and against the ones who helped cover it up. All of them, including...” 
 
    My voice trails off for a moment as I stare into her dead, bloodied eyes. Finally I take a step back, but my right leg buckles and I fall to the floor. When I try to get up again, the pain is too intense. 
 
    “Including my father,” I add finally. “Including -” 
 
    Suddenly she takes a stumbling, faltering step forward, letting out a faint gasp as she keeps her hands pressed against the walls. Her blood-soaked fingers leave smeared trails across the paint. 
 
    “I'm sorry!” I shout. “I'm sorry for what my father did! I'm sorry for what they all did, but they're gone now! Do you want me to tell people about them? Is that it? Do you want people to know the truth? I can do that, I can tell them everything, even the things Harry didn't believe. I can make sure that -” 
 
    She groans, and I watch as fresh blood runs from her lips, dribbling over the dried, blackened crust that's caked all around her mouth. 
 
    “I can do whatever you want,” I continue. “I know my father made mistakes, but maybe I can help make up for that. Just tell me what you want and I'll do it!” 
 
    She takes another step forward, and now she's towering over me. 
 
    “Please,” I whisper, “just tell me...” 
 
    She reaches toward me. The air gets colder as she gets closer, but I can no longer bring myself to struggle and pull away. Instead, I watch her hand for a moment and then I squeeze my eyes tight shut. 
 
    Please, let this not hurt. 
 
    A sudden clicking sound erupts from Mo's mouth. I open my eyes and see that her rotten jaw is shuddering as if she's trying to speak. I can just about make out the stub of her tongue flicking furiously at the back of her throat, and after a moment I realize that she really is trying to tell me something. The clicks sound increasingly desperate, and then suddenly she turns and starts smearing a fingertip against the wall. 
 
    I watch with a growing sense of shock as she draws a bloodied circle, and then she wipes a vertical line followed by a cross at the top.” 
 
    “O,” I whisper, “T...” 
 
    Next she draws the letter H, followed by E and finally R. 
 
    “Other,” I read out loud, as she steps back and turns to me again. 
 
    I wait, reading the word over and over again, but I still can't work out what she means. 
 
    “Other what?” I ask, trying not to panic. “I don't understand! You have to -” 
 
    Suddenly she steps back and lets out a gasp, and this time she seems scared rather than angry. She hesitates for a moment, before turning and stumbling back toward the master bedroom. If I didn't know better, I'd swear she was whimpering slightly. 
 
    “Wait!” I call out, getting to my feet. “Come back! I don't know what you want! There's nothing to be scared of! Are you saying that someone else killed you? Are you saying there's someone else who -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I hear a very faint creaking sound over my shoulder, and I realize with a sudden rush of horror that somebody just came up the stairs. I pause for a moment, before slowly starting to turn. 
 
    Suddenly something slams into the side of my head, sending me thudding to the ground and knocking me out cold. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    When my eyes finally flicker open again, the first thing I realize is that I'm sitting upright on a chair, and that there are thick, tight ropes wrapped around my chest. My hands are tied firmly to my sides, and the pain in my shoulder has become a dull, pounding ache. 
 
    Nearby, there's a faint scratching sound. 
 
    Raising my head slightly, I look out into a void of darkness. I can't see anything at all, although a moment later I turn my head and find that I can just about make out a window, with a night sky outside and the silhouettes of treetops against the starry sky. I don't know where I am, but I'm definitely not in the house. 
 
    And the scratching sound is continuing. 
 
    Turning, I realize that the sound seems to be outside this room, although it's coming closer. A moment later I realize I can hear footsteps, and then there's a clinking sound, almost as if somebody is unlocking a door. Sure enough, this is followed by a heavy creak, and I watch as a door swings open several feet ahead of me, allowing me to make out a tall human figure silhouetted against the dark forest. 
 
    “Who are you?” I stammer, although I quickly find that my throat feels very dry. There's a strange taste in my mouth, too; something sweet and metallic seems to be smeared across my tongue. “Where am I?” 
 
    The figure hesitates for a moment before taking a step forward, and then the door swings shut again. As the door rattles in its wooden frame, I realize that I can't hear anything else. No traffic in the distance, no voices anywhere. And when the door was open, there seemed to be no lights outside. 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask again, trying not to panic. “What do -” 
 
    Before I can finish, I realize I can hear a faint, hurried sniffing sound. A kind of laughter. 
 
    “Who are you?” I ask for a third time, trying to sound stronger now. “Where am I? What do you want from me?” 
 
    As I say those words, I'm already trying to get my wrists free from the ropes. I can just about wriggle my left hand, although the damage to my shoulder has left my entire right arm numb. 
 
    “She was scared of me,” a voice says suddenly, ringing out from the darkness. A familiar voice, scratched and damaged, and old. “Can you believe that? Even after all these years, the dumb little bitch was still scared of me.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I whisper, as I hear footsteps passing close by. “What -” 
 
    Suddenly there's a click and a light switches on, and I'm shocked to see Diane Milford smiling at me. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I stammer. “Your husband -” 
 
    “Oh, he's very dead,” she replies, interrupting me. “That poor, wretched old do-gooder finally showed a flash of conscience. It's amazing how the guilt can eat away at a man over the years, isn't it? I watched him crumple under the weight of knowing what he'd done, but really he had no reason to feel bad at all. He simply stood by and said nothing as other people had all the fun. The guilt was all in his head. None of us did anything wrong.” 
 
    I watch as she steps past me, and then I try to turn as she makes her way to the far end of the cabin. 
 
    “He wanted to help you in the end,” she continues. I can't see her, but I know she's somewhere behind me and a moment later I hear her setting something heavy on a table. “He received a call earlier tonight from Impingham. He'd asked an old colleague to let him know if you ever showed up to speak to your mother. I suppose he realized that if that happened, it would mean he had to take action. Of course, I overheard the conversation, and I watched out the window as he went over to speak to your husband. All things considered, it's probably for the best that little Mo ripped his head off. She saved me the bother of killing him, and I can understand why she was angry. After all, he did turn a blind eye to what really happened to her.” 
 
    “I won't tell anyone,” I reply. “Please, just let me go and I won't tell anyone that your husband was -” 
 
    “I don't care what people know about my husband,” she says, stepping back into view. She has a knife in her hands. “He was a very boring man. Maybe it'd be good to let people realize he was hiding a few secrets. He tried to protect me, though. He even put a brick through your window, hoping to run you out of town before you could cause trouble for me. Really, he was mostly useful for the supply of sedatives he kept in his home office. Back in the day, Neil and I found those so very useful. Our fun and games would have been much more difficult without all those little bottles of liquid.” 
 
    “Neil and...” 
 
    My voice trails off as I realize that there's a glint in her eye. She's enjoying this, and at the same time I'm starting to feel as if I've been in this situation before. Somewhere in the back of my mind, more memories are starting to stir. 
 
    “You have to get me out of here,” I stammer, still hoping that maybe I've misunderstood. “You -” 
 
    Suddenly she starts laughing. 
 
    “Please!” I continue, pulling once more against the restraints. “I don't know who brought me here!” 
 
    “Neil and I had so much fun with little Mo before she died,” Diane replies, fixing me with a determined stare, as if she's watching to see my reaction. “She really should have stopped screaming and just tried to enjoy herself. She should have tried to take some pleasure in what Neil did to her. In what I did to her. Really, if she'd just stopped sobbing and calling out for Mommy and Daddy, she would have enjoyed my tender caress. She would have felt a kind of awakening.” Her smile grows. “Neil was a brute. He didn't know his way around a woman's body. I, on the other hand, knew exactly what I was doing. And I've never really liked fully-grown men and women. I've always preferred little boys and cute, ripe little girls.” 
 
    Feeling a rush of nausea in my belly, I'm about to tell her that she's sick when I suddenly remember being in this cabin before. It was a night long ago, when I was just a little girl, and Diane was holding me here with the help of a man who must have been Neil Bloom. I was barely conscious, and I only managed to briefly open my eyes as they were undressing me. The next thing I remember after that is waking up safe at home, with my parents looking after me. I threw up, but otherwise I was fine. 
 
    And I remember the taste in my mouth back then. 
 
    Sweet. 
 
    Metallic. 
 
    Some kind of drug. A sedative. 
 
    “I came so close to doing the same thing to you,” Diane says, stepping toward me with the knife raised. “If Lenny and your father hadn't shown up, you'd have felt our touch all over your pretty, young flesh. And who knows? Unlike that ungrateful wretch Mo Garvey, maybe you would have liked it.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” I spit back at her. 
 
    She laughs again, while raising the tip of the knife until the blade brushes against my chin. 
 
    “Relax,” she whispers. “You're in your late twenties now and that's about twenty years too old for my tastes. I'm sure you tasted good back then, though. Maybe even as good as Mo.” 
 
    “Help!” I scream, tilting my head back and crying out as loud as I can manage. “Somebody help me!” 
 
    Diane starts laughing. 
 
    “Help!” I shout, although my voice is already starting to sound hoarse. “Please! Get me out of here!” 
 
    “We're miles from anywhere,” Diane points out. “Who the hell do you think might hear you? Neil and I picked this spot precisely because it was so remote. Poor Neil, he was always so timid and scared of getting caught. He had none of my confidence. Sometimes I really had to coax him out of his shell.” 
 
    “Help me!” I yell, struggling desperately to get free, even though the ropes are far too tight. “Please -” 
 
    Suddenly Diane leans closer, holding the knife for me to see, and I can't help noticing the glistening saliva on her lips. 
 
    “Oh how we'd have enjoyed you back then,” she continues, lowering the knife and using the tip to pull at the top button of my shirt. “Poor Tom knew all about my predilections, but he couldn't bring himself to actually do anything about it. He knew I'd never hurt anyone before Mo, and after the attempt to take you, I promised him that it wouldn't happen again. I wanted another girl, but I knew it was too risky. And then there was the matter of that horrid little ghost I saw in the window of your house. I knew she was watching me.” 
 
    “She killed the others!” I hiss. 
 
    “Oh, I know. But she never came for me, or for Tom. Don't you want to know why?” 
 
    Letting out a cry of anger, I tug harder than ever against the ropes, but they still won't budge. 
 
    “It's because she was scared of me,” Diane continues. “She's always been scared of me, even in death. Maybe she knows that in order to kill me, she'd have to touch me. And as she proved with her tears and her screams twenty years ago, she never learned to appreciate my touch. I appreciated her, though.” She leans closer, until I can smell her foul breath. “The taste of her -” 
 
    Suddenly I slam my head forward until my forehead crunches against her nose. Letting out a cry of pain, she stumbles back and drops the knife, and then she reaches up and touches her face as blood starts streaming from her nose. 
 
    “Did you think that was funny?” she snarls, grabbing the knife and stepping back toward me. 
 
    I cry out and try to turn away, but the knife flashes against my face and I feel a sharp pain slice across my cheek, missing my left eye by millimeters. The chair wobbles and tips, sending me crashing down against my right shoulder. I cry out, sobbing as the agony throbs through my chest, and a moment later I realize I can feel blood trickling down across my face. The pain is so strong and so piercing, for a moment I can't even breathe. 
 
    “You broke my nose, you stupid whore,” Diane snaps, before spitting some blood at me. “For the love of God, girl, what's wrong with you?” 
 
    I turn to look up at her, but suddenly I spot a figure in the cabin's far corner. Mo Garvey's ghost is here, but she's curled up in a ball with her face buried in her hands, and she seems to be weeping. 
 
    “She's pathetic, isn't she?” Diane continues, spitting out more blood. “A ghost who's terrified of the living. She was all brave when she was dealing with the others, but with me she can only whimper like a wretched little pig. I don't know what she's so worried about. After we ruined her pretty little face, she was no longer my type. She was still Neil's, though. You should have seen the things he still wanted to do to her corpse. It was sick, really. Say what you want about me, but at least I only did those things to her when she was alive. And at least I tried to be gentle, even while she was fighting back.” 
 
    She takes a firm step toward Mo's shivering ghost, and the girl turns and tries to curl into an even tighter ball. 
 
    Laughing, Diane waves the knife at her before coming back over toward me. 
 
    “I knew I'd have to do something about you, Alex,” she explains. “That first day when I met you outside the house, and when you told me your name, I knew you'd be trouble. Still, in a way it's probably a good thing. I was always going to have to clean up the mess eventually, and I figured you'd slink back to town some day. I actually thought you'd try to clear your father's name, but I guess even you believed the lies about him. People were so happy to believe that he'd murdered Lenny and the others. They were even willing to believe the worst, that he'd killed little Mo Garvey. I was surprised how easily that idea took hold, but I guess everyone loves a spot of gossip.” 
 
    “Help me,” I sob, as I look toward Mo's ghost and see that she's still crying and trembling. “Please...” 
 
    “Begging a ghost for help?” Diane asks. “Now that really is desperate.” 
 
    “Please,” I whimper, “just -” 
 
    Suddenly I gasp as Diane flashes the blade toward my face. She doesn't cut me, not this time, but I pull away and try to twist so that she can't get to me. 
 
    She laughs. 
 
    “I'll make sure you're blamed for my husband's death,” she explains. “And for Harry Bishoff's death, too. That idiot with his book, I always knew he'd be trouble one day. I doubt many people will question what I tell them. They'll just assume that it's a case of a daughter following in her father's footsteps. You even look a little like him. It's in your eyes. You'll probably be buried in an unmarked grave, just like your father.” 
 
    “Go to hell!” I shout, turning to her and then seeing that Mo's ghost has vanished from the corner. I look around, trying to spot her, but I guess she got too scared and fled. 
 
    “I'll be glad to draw a line under the whole thing, actually,” Diane says, kneeling next to me and rolling me over until I'm on my back. She holds the knife up, letting the blade glint in the low light. “Now I'll be able to enjoy my retirement in peace. No more worrying about you eventually showing up. No more dealing with Tom moping about, letting the guilt get to him. I might even leave Railham. Leave all the ghosts behind.” 
 
    With that, she presses the knife against my throat. 
 
    And that's when I realize the ropes are coming loose around my wrists. Somebody has started untying them, and a moment later they fall away entirely. I can't quite twist my left hand around, so I try to find some feeling in my numb right arm. 
 
    Diane smiles. 
 
    “Any last words?” she asks. 
 
    “Go to hell,” I whisper, waiting for the right moment to strike. 
 
    “Ouch,” she chuckles. 
 
    I try again to pull my left hand free. I have to time this perfectly. 
 
    “At least your death will be useful for others,” Diane says with a smile. “Just like your father.” 
 
    With that, she slashes the knife toward me. 
 
    Reaching up, I push through the pain and grab her wrist. For a fraction of a second, I manage to push her away, but she twists my hand and forces an agonized cry from my lips as she leans closer. 
 
    “Nice try, Alex.” 
 
    And then, suddenly, she flashes the knife across my throat. 
 
    Crying out, I swing my numb arm at her, hitting her hard enough to send her sprawling back against the floor. She doesn't drop the knife this time, and she quickly flashes the blade toward me, but I manage to stumble out of the way and rush toward the door. Once I've got the door open, I rush out into the cold night air and hurry away from the cabin, racing toward the dark trees even as I hear Diane already coming after me. I can feel a sharp pain on my neck, am I'm already starting to stumble. 
 
    “Help!” I scream, even though I know there won't be anybody around for miles and miles. Reaching up, I feel the shallow cut across my throat, with blood already dribbling out. “Somebody help me! I need -” 
 
    Suddenly Diane crashes into me from behind, sending me thudding down against the forest floor. Crying out in pain, I try to push her back, but a moment later I feel the knife's blade slicing into my waist and grating against my pelvis. I twist around and slam my elbow into Diane's face, which causes her to fall back, leaving the knife embedded in my body. Despite the immense pain, I reach down and pull the knife out, screaming in the process but forcing myself to turn and hold the blade up just as Diane stumbles back toward me. 
 
    “You wouldn't dare!” she snarls. “You haven't got it in you!” 
 
    “Try me!” I hiss, flashing the knife toward her. 
 
    “You were much more pleasant when you were an unconscious little girl,” she sneers, and I can tell that she's waiting for the right moment to grab the knife back from me. “I might not have done everything I wanted to you back then, but we still had a few moments alone before Lenny and your father took you from the cabin.” Her smile grows. “I managed to start undressing you, just enough to -” 
 
    “No!” I scream, lunging at her, but she uses this as her chance. Grabbing my arm, she cracks my wrist against her knee. 
 
    The pain is immense, and she manages to grab the knife before turning to toward me and stepping closer. 
 
    “How about I help you remember a few more things before you die?” she asks. “Do you remember how Neil and I came into your bedroom and gave you a sedative to make you sleep?” 
 
    I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly she slashes the knife at me, cutting my hand as I try to push her away. 
 
    “How about when you briefly woke up in the car on the way to the cabin?” she continues. “I don't think you liked where my hand was!” 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    She slashes me again, this time catching my wrist. I stumble and fall, landing hard, and then I try to hide my face as she towers above me. 
 
    “Let's think, what else have you forgotten?” she continues, towering over me. “How about the photos I took while you were out? The ones I put online to be shared by -” 
 
    “No!” I scream, lunging at her. She drives the knife into my shoulder, but my right arm is already numb so I barely feel anything anyway. Grabbing the handle, I pull it out and turn the blade toward her face, but I hesitate just as I have a chance to finish her. 
 
    “See?” she continues with a grin. “You don't have the killer instinct. At heart, you're still just a scared little girl!” 
 
    Suddenly I spot a rush of movement behind her, and something slams into her back. Before I even have a chance to react, Diane falls against the knife and the blade slides deep into her neck with such force that the bloodied tip is forced out through the base of her skull. Letting her weight fall against me, she lets out a pained, shocked gasp, but whatever was behind her, it seems to have already faded into the night air. 
 
    “Who's a scared little girl now, bitch?” I stammer, before pushing her dead body away. 
 
    I try to get up, but the pain is too much and I simply fall back against the forest floor. High above me, a blanket of stars fills the night sky. Looking across the clearing, I see that Mo Garvey's ghost is still weeping next to the cabin, but I guess she must have somehow summoned the strength to help me. After all, there's nobody else it could have been. 
 
    Letting out a slow gasp, I stare up at the blanket of stars. After a moment, no matter how hard I try, I find that I can no longer keep my eyes open. As they slip shut, I realize I can feel someone close to me, and a moment later a hand brushes against my cheek. But not a cold hand. 
 
   


  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Alex Roberts 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later 
 
      
 
    “In loving memory of Michael Eric Blaine,” Brad reads from the newly-erected tombstone. “Husband and father. Never forgotten.” 
 
    “Better late than never,” I whisper, feeling a shudder pass through my chest as I think of all the years when his grave was unmarked. All the years when he was so hated and reviled, nobody even wanted to mark his final resting place, not even his own daughter. All the years when he was written off as an insane, child-murdering monster. 
 
    “I'm sorry your mother couldn't be here today,” Brad continues, turning and limping toward me. “I called the hospital this morning, just to make sure, but they said she's stopped talking again.” He places a hand on my shoulder, and for a moment he seems to be waiting for me to say something. Then, slowly, he runs his hand down onto my belly, although it's too early to feel a bump from the child that I know now is growing inside. “Maybe I should leave you alone for a few minutes. I'll wait in the car.” 
 
    He pauses, before turning and walking away. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I ask, turning to him. 
 
    He glances back at me. “Huh?” 
 
    “I just realized, I never asked. That night, how did you know to bring the police to find me at the cabin?” 
 
    “Well, it helped that you wrote the word Cabin in blood on the wall at home, before the mad bitch dragged you away.” 
 
    “I didn't write -” 
 
    The words catch in my throat as I realize that Mo must have helped. In fact, I think she was trying to help me all along, even when she led me away from the house while I was sleeping. That must have been her way of trying to get me to safety. 
 
    “I'll join you in a minute or two,” I tell Brad. “We need to be back at the house before three, so we can show the realtor around.” 
 
    “And you're sure that -” 
 
    “Yes. I'm sure. It's time to move on.” 
 
    As he walks away, I turn and limp closer to the gravestone. I take a moment to read my father's name again, and I've got to admit that I feel guilty. It took me all these years to stop believing the worst about him, and to arrange for a stone to be erected to make his grave. I shouldn't have been so quick to believe the stories I heard, and I should have found a way to remember that awful night. More than anything, I should have had faith. Faith in my own father. 
 
    “It was you, wasn't it?” I whisper, and then I wait in case he shows up. 
 
    Shows up? 
 
    What does that even mean? Am I expecting to see a ghostly figure suddenly appear right in front of me? Am I expecting to hear him whisper in my ear? A whole bunch of cliched ideas rush through my thoughts before I realize that if he could just appear right in front of me like that, he'd probably have done so by now. Either to tell me he forgives me for believing the worst, or to ask why I didn't trust him. 
 
    Instead, all around me, the only sound is the rustling of nearby treetops. 
 
    “Was it you?” I ask. “Right at the end, right when Diane had me pinned down, were you were the one who came and helped me?” 
 
    I wait again, but deep down I guess I didn't really expect a response. Maybe it's just not that easy. Besides, there's been no sign of Mo Garvey's ghost since Diane died, so they probably can't just come and go as they please. Maybe Mo is finally at peace, and maybe my father is just gone. 
 
    At least I remember everything now, and by that I really mean everything. I even remember a few moments from the night I was abducted, but I think maybe Brad was right when he said that you can't remember the good things without remembering some of the bad too. And as Diane Milford discovered, you can't choose your ghosts, either. They either haunt you, or they don't. 
 
    “Bye, Dad,” I say finally. “I'll come back to Railham and visit you again soon, I promise.” 
 
    With that, I turn and walk away from his grave. At that moment the wind picks up all around me, blowing old leaves across the cemetery, and the nearby tree-tops rustle louder than ever. I can see Brad in the distance, kicking some rocks near the car, but as I get to the cemetery gate I can't help but notice a magpie hopping along the old stone wall. 
 
    As I slow my pace, the magpie comes all the way over to the side of the gate, stopping to look down at me. Usually I'd just keep walking, but this time I come to a halt and look up at the bird, watching as his little black eyes twitch. 
 
    “Hey,” I say with a faint, unintended smile. My first real smile in several weeks. Months, even. “How are you doing there?” 
 
    The magpie tilts his head slightly, keeping one of his beady eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “Nice day for a fly, huh? You must have better things to do than hang around a cemetery. Shouldn't you be up there in the bright blue sky?” 
 
    This time, the magpie hops forward a little, until he's right on the edge of the gate. I swear, it's almost as if he's come to take a closer look at me, maybe even to say hello. If I reached up, I'd be able to touch him. 
 
    “Well,” I continue, starting to feel a little silly for talking to a magpie, “have fun, little guy.” 
 
    With that, I make my way through the gate and over to the car, although after a moment I can't help glancing over my shoulder. To my surprise, I see that the magpie is still watching me, and I catch myself smiling again. I don't even know why the sight of a random bird gives me such comfort, but I feel a genuine rush of optimism in my chest as I watch him fly away. He soars high above us, arcing and wheeling across the sky until he flies in front of the sun. 
 
    And then he's gone. 
 
    “You okay?” Brad asks. 
 
    “I'm fine,” I reply, turning to him. “It was just a magpie.” 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    THE MURDER AT SKELLIN COTTAGE 
 
      
 
    Skellin Cottage is an oasis of peace and tranquillity. Miles from the nearest town, nestled far out in the English countryside, it's the perfect place for visitors who want to get away from the world for a while. And then one morning the cottage's latest tenant, Deborah Dean, is found brutally murdered.

After several months of police inactivity, the cottage's owner Lord Martin Chesleford decides to take matters into his own hands. Hiring former police officer Joanna Mason, who now works alone as a private investigator, he demands that Deborah's murderer is brought to justice.

But while Deborah had tried to isolate herself at Skellin Cottage, she'd already begun to attract attention. Terrified of her own past, Deborah lived a life of fear, desperately afraid that the truth would one day be revealed. And as the ongoing investigation uncovers old secrets and new rivalries, another murder is right around the corner.  
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    PERFECT LITTLE MONSTERS 
 
    AND OTHER STORIES 
 
      
 
    A husband waits until his wife and children are in bed, before inviting a dangerous man into their home...

A girl keeps hold of her mother's necklace, as bloodied hands try to tear it from her grasp...

A gun jams, even as its intended victim begs the universe to let her die...

Perfect Little Monsters and Other Stories is a collection of short stories by Amy Cross. Some of the stories take place in seemingly ordinary towns, whose inhabitants soon discover something truly shocking lurking beneath the veneer of peace and calm. Others show glimpses of vast, barbaric worlds where deadly forces gather to toy with humanity. All the stories in this collection peel back the face of a nightmare, revealing the horror that awaits. And in every one of the stories, some kind of monster lurks...

Perfect Little Monsters and Other Stories contains the new stories Perfect Little Monsters, I Hate You, Meat, Fifty Fifty and Stay Up Late, as well as a revised version of the previously-released story The Scream. This book contains scenes of violence, as well as strong language. 
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    THE BRIDE OF ASHBYRN HOUSE 
 
      
 
    “I have waited so long for your return.”

In the English countryside, miles from the nearest town, there stands an old stone house. Nobody has set foot in the house for years. Nobody has dared. For it is said that even though the lady of the house is long dead, a face can sometimes be seen at one of the windows. A pale, dead face that waits patiently behind a silk wedding veil.

Seeking an escape from his life in London, Owen Stone purchases Ashbyrn House without waiting to find out about its history. As far as Owen is concerned, ghosts aren't real and his only company in the house will be the thin-legged spiders that lurk on the walls. Even after he moves in, and after he starts hearing strange noises in the night, Owen insists that Ashbyrn House can't possibly be haunted.

But Owen knows nothing about the ghostly figure that is said to haunt the house. Or about the mysterious church bells that ring out across the lawn at night. Or about the terrible fate that befell the house's previous inhabitants when they dared defy the bride. Even as Owen starts to understand the horrific truth about Ashbyrn House's past, he might be too late to escape the clutches of the presence that watches his every move.

The Bride of Ashbyrn House is a ghost story about a man who believes the past can't hurt him, and about a woman whose search for a husband has survived even her own tragic death.  
 
   


  
 

 Also by Amy Cross 
 
      
 
    THE BODY AT AUERCLIFF 
 
      
 
    “We'll bury her so deep, even her ghost will have a mouth full of dirt!”

When Rebecca Wallace arrives at Auercliff to check on her aged aunt, she's in for a shock. Her aunt's mind is crumbling, and the old woman refuses to let Rebecca stay overnight. And just as she thinks she's starting to understand the truth, Rebecca makes a horrifying discovery in one of the house's many spare rooms.

A dead body. A woman. Old and rotten. And her aunt insists she has no idea where it came from.

The truth lies buried in the past. For generations, the occupants of Auercliff have been tormented by the repercussions of a horrific secret. And somehow everything seems to be centered upon the mausoleum in the house's ground, where every member of the family is entombed once they die.

Whose body was left to rot in one of the house's rooms? Why have successive generations of the family been plagued by a persistent scratching sound? And what really happened to Rebecca many years ago, when she found herself locked inside the Auercliff mausoleum?

The Body at Auercliff is a horror story about a family and a house, and about the refusal of the past to stay buried. 
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